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Preface to the Paperback Edition
Since the publication of the hardback edition of The Blackwell Companion to the Bible and Culture in 2006, there has been a veritable explosion of academic interest in the reception history of the Bible. In addition to two new journals, Biblical Reception and the on-line open access Relegere: Studies in Religion, there are at least three reference works: my own Concise Dictionary of the Bible and its Reception (2009), the Oxford Handbook of the Reception History of the Bible (2011) and the projected 30-volume Encyclopaedia of the Bible and its Reception (2009–). Out of numerous other recent publications by biblical scholars I might mention Bernhard Lang, Joseph in Egypt. A Cultural Icon from Grotius to Goethe (2009), Martin O’Kane, ed., Biblical Art from Wales (2010), Chris Rowland, Blake and the Bible (2011) and After Ezekiel. Essays on the Reception of a Difficult Prophet, edited by Paul Joyce and Andrew Mein (2011). Six more volumes in the Blackwell Bible Commentary Series have also appeared, three on Old Testament books, Esther (Carruthers), Ecclesiastes (Christianson) and Psalms I (Gillingham), and three on New Testament books, Galatians (Riches), Thessalonians (Thiselton) and the Pastoral Epistles (Twomey). Despite all this, thanks to the pioneering work of a large and very remarkable team of contributors, I think the Blackwell Companion is still in many respects ahead of the game, and will continue to provide a useful reference source as well as a starting point for future research in most of these rapidly expanding areas of postmodern Biblical Studies.
The other thing I want to refer to that happened in the years following the publication of the hardback edition, is the untimely death of Paul Fletcher in September 2008 at the age of 43. The original conception and overall structure of the volume owes almost everything to his scholarship and the breadth of his vision, and I would like to dedicate this paperback edition to his memory, with affection, nostalgia and great respect.
John F. A. Sawyer
Perugia
Introduction
John F. A. Sawyer
If we exclude those parts of the world where the Bible was entirely unknown before the advent of Christian missionaries, there are few aspects of culture, ancient, mediaeval and modern, European and non-European, religious and secular, that have not interacted in some way with the Bible. Outside the United Nations building in New York the representatives of at least 191 countries are daily confronted by a bronze statue, 3 metres high, entitled ‘Let us beat our swords into ploughshares’ (cf. Isa. 2:4; Mic. 4:3). According to the latest statistics provided by the United Bible Societies, there are 2,377 languages in which the Bible or parts of it can be read, while another, probably rather less reliable, calculation sets at more than six billion the number of copies of ‘the world’s best-seller’ sold since the invention of printing. The title of this Companion reflects the scale of the subject and sets no boundaries on the areas to be explored, chronological, geographical or thematic. The only limits are arbitrary and practical, namely the size of the volume and its date of publication. As the authors faced with the challenge of contributing to it have frequently pointed out over the past few years, they could not possibly give adequate coverage to every aspect of their topic and have had to be selective. The same is true of the editor. There are many topics that would have been relevant and interesting and which some readers will be disappointed to find missing. What no-one can say, however, is that this project was too narrowly defined, or that the vast range of material covered is not broadly representative of the extraordinary phenomenon implied by the title.
The word ‘Bible’ in the title is itself comprehensive and includes both Jewish and Muslim definitions, although it must be said that, apart from the two chapters specifically devoted to Judaism and Islam, the authors are working by and large with the Christian Bible in the sense that the texts discussed are in the vernacular (mostly English) rather than the original Hebrew, Aramaic or Greek, and include the New Testament. The interaction between the Christian Bible and culture, however, goes well beyond Church history, and well beyond a survey of Christian interpretations of the Bible. The title of the volume deliberately presents a relationship between two terms that can be described as both tension-filled and mutually generative. The focus throughout is the interaction between the text, the specific context of the Bible’s readers, and the weight of the historical past and tradition(s) that impact upon the readers’ present. The aim is to provide a series of assessments of the ways in which the various ‘practices’ of culture – aesthetic, political, religious – inform and are informed by scripture. It offers a coherent challenge to assumptions that the Bible is a static and univocal phenomenon. Just as the text and its readers have challenged dominant cultural assumptions in every age or period, so too changing cultural forms constantly question the validity of the biblical text and its interpretations.
Only a minority of the authors – and the editor – would describe themselves as having had a conventional training in biblical studies. Most come from other disciplines, and the variety of fields of study and topics selected is matched by the variety of scholarly approaches adopted. A few are concerned to show how the meaning of certain biblical texts can be or has been illuminated by the application of insights from aspects of contemporary culture such as, for example, architecture and psychology. Others, less interested in the niceties of biblical interpretation, explore the impact of the Bible – or particular biblical texts – on the Reformation, politics in general, ecology, and the like, or on specific peoples and communities, especially in Asia, South Africa and Latin America. Another group, the largest group, focuses on types of interaction between the ‘Bible’ and ‘Culture’ which illuminate both, as for example in the chapters on Literature, Film, Music, Art, the Theatre, the Body, Gender, Nationalism and Postmodernism.
A recurrent theme in these essays, designed to make students of the Bible and other disciplines more aware of what kind of a text they are working with, is the multi-faceted nature of the Bible and its after-lives. Christopher Hill, whose book The English Bible and the Seventeenth-Century Revolution is also a recurring motif in BCBC, argues that ‘the polysemy of Scripture undermined its political power’ (1993: 428). If the text can mean more or less whatever anyone wants it to mean, then how can it be used as an authority on which social policies, ecclesiastical dogmas, ethical codes or the like are based? The evidence of this volume is that, far from undermining the political power of the Bible, its many meanings seem to have provided its readers with all the inspiration and authority they need, whether to justify a theological doctrine or to create a work of art or to rebel against an oppressive regime.
It is no postmodern discovery that a text can and often does have many meanings. As the rabbis of the second century CE put it, ‘Just as a hammer striking a rock makes several sparks, so too every scriptural verse yields several meanings’ (Talmud Sanhedrin 34a). The same is true of most patristic exegesis, where, for example, allegorizing was one of the main methods used to interpret scripture, and for mediaeval Christian writers and artists, for whom the literal sense of the Bible was of little consequence in comparison to what they considered to be deeper, more relevant spiritual meanings, including the countless traditional christological interpretations of the Old Testament which they inherited. The subject of the original meaning of the text, or its literal meaning, hardly ever arises in this volume. Indeed, one can imagine the reception an ageing professor of biblical Hebrew would have received if he had interrupted a biblical discussion group in Brazil or South Africa or Korea with the words, ‘But that is not what the original Hebrew means.’ Maybe not, they would say, but that does not mean we are wrong. Who is to say that our reading of the text is not more inspiring or more relevant to us than the original meaning?
The rabbis tell the story of how Moses, once given the opportunity to attend a lecture being given by Rabbi Akiba (c.50–135 CE), was happy with a rabbinic interpretation of something he had said in the Torah, even though he could not understand it himself (Talmud Menahot 29b). We can speculate, mutatis mutandis, on what Jesus would have said if he had had the chance to discuss the interpretation of his parables with Joachim Jeremias; and what is he saying to St Catherine as they discuss the Psalms together in the painting by Domenico Manetti (1609–63) in the Palazzo Pubblico in Siena? On the evidence of the gospels (e.g. Matt. 27:46; Mark 15:34), we can be reasonably sure he would not have rejected out of hand many of the Church’s traditional eschatological or christological interpretations.
If we accept the value and validity of the new quest for non-literal meanings of the Bible, whether rabbinic, patristic, mediaeval, modern or postmodern – without which the present volume together with a good many other recent monographs would not exist – is there any control over how the Bible can be interpreted? Is it a helpless victim in the hands of its readers? To protect it, Jewish tradition laid down in minute detail precisely what instruments and materials are to be used in the production of Torah manuscripts, where they are to be kept and how they are to be used. Likewise Islamic authorities have sought to prevent the translation of the Qur’an into the vernacular, and to ensure that it is used only for correct religious purposes and not, for example, as a text for non-Muslim students of Arabic to practise on. For many centuries the Church too strictly controlled the process of reading the Bible, who could read it and how it should be interpreted or translated: they even put to death some of those who challenged their control of scripture. In modern times, the historical critics have attempted to impose their view that biblical texts have only one meaning, the original or literal meaning, and that all other readings are wrong. If these and other such controls are removed, and there is plenty of evidence that for many, if not most, readers of the Bible today, they have been, is there anything to prevent the wholesale rape and dismemberment of the biblical text?
The first answer to this charge would be to point out that when it comes to dismemberment, it is in fact the historical critics who are most guilty of this, in their wholesale fragmentation of the biblical text – one thinks of JEDP, the three Isaiahs and the synoptic problem – while the new readers by and large show far greater respect for the sacred text of the Bible as it has come down to us. Clearly, there can be no theoretical objection to the continuing application and refinement of historical critical methods, with their limited goals and expectations. But by the same token the value and success of other methods of interpreting the Bible, informed by structuralism, feminism/womanism, psychoanalysis, postcolonialism and the like, can no longer be denied. Second, the material collected in the present volume is immensely rich in examples of people searching the scriptures, desperately at times, for help and inspiration. Their seriousness, their respect for the text, their expectation that it will speak to their need, are beyond doubt. There are some like the supporters of Nazi anti-Semitism and the apartheid regime in South Africa, or the Jewish extremist settlers on the West Bank, who use the Bible to give authority and respectability to what most would consider to be an unjust cause. However, their crimes are not against the original meaning of the text – indeed, their interpretation may on occasion come very near it – but against humanity. Third, let us agree that the Bible has been roughly treated down the centuries by millions and millions of readers, including bishops, theologians, political activists, artists and preachers, as well as by the historical critics and uneducated ordinary folk. Those who would have liked to control the process and protect the Bible from ill-treatment – with whatever authority, ecclesiastical, academic or political – have been singularly unsuccessful. The text has suffered at the hands of its readers. For Christian readers, at any rate, it would be nothing new to find revelation in a broken body. ‘Wounded for our transgressions, bruised for our iniquities . . .’, the Bible is nevertheless still alive and millions still hear the Word of God or the voice of their Saviour when they read it.
A challenge of a different kind to the enterprise undertaken in this volume, is implied by Walter Brueggemann’s out-and-out rejection of traditional Christian interpretations of the Hebrew Bible in his commentary on Isaiah (1998, vol. 2: 6). Not only do they fail to do justice to the Hebrew text, he says, but they are also anti-Jewish. I have argued elsewhere that the Hebrew Bible and the Old Testament are not the same thing: their contents are different, the arrangement of the books is different and, above all, the language in which they are written is different (Sawyer 1991). I therefore have some sympathy with Brueggemann’s view that there is something wrong in attempts to find direct access from the ancient Hebrew text into Christian tradition. While continuity between the Old Testament and the New is spelt out, in many editions of the Christian Bible, by cross-references on almost every page, direct continuity between the self-contained scriptures of the Hebrew Bible and the Greek New Testament is much more problematical. The Christian interpretations and appropriations of the Old Testament that are the subject of this volume, take place almost entirely in Greek, Latin, German, English and the other languages of global Christianity.
Childs’ ‘struggle to understand Isaiah as Christian scripture’ (Childs 2004) does not really begin until the seventeenth century because he is primarily concerned with the Hebrew text, and, before the seventeenth century, a knowledge of Hebrew is not only relatively rare among Christian interpreters, but also remained subordinate to Christian tradition (ibid.: 230–64). Christian uses of the Hebrew and Jewish sources down the centuries had for the most part been directed at exposing the errors of the Jews, and many Christian interpretations of Isaiah were violently anti-Jewish (Sawyer 2004). On the other hand, the Hebrew Bible has always been at the heart of Jewish life: in the words of Rabbi Jose ben Kisma (second century CE) ‘when you walk, it will lead you (i.e. in this life); when you lie down, it will watch over you (i.e. in the grave), and when you awake, it will talk with you (in the world to come)’ (Prov. 6:22, in Mishnah Aboth 6:9). Christians have much to learn from Jewish literature, art and music, not least about the meaning of the Hebrew text. Furthermore, the ‘back to the original Hebrew’ movement of the past three centuries, informed initially by historical criticism, Semitic philology and archaeology, and more recently by Jewish studies, has added an important new dimension to the reception history of the Book of Isaiah, and of the Hebrew Bible generally. However, it would be wishful thinking to imagine that it could ever have as much to say to Christians as the wealth of 2000 years’ dialogue between the Christian Old Testament (not yet, so far as I am aware, available in a Hebrew edition) and its Christian readers.
There remains in this discussion of the Bible in its global context, the question of whether it is the case that the Bible can mean anything you want it to mean. Is there any interpretation of scripture that is illegitimate or invalid or untrue? Let us take an extreme example. Members of the gay community in Israel noticed that the words normally translated ‘Every valley shall be exalted’ (Hebrew kol ge yinnase’) can be read in Modern Hebrew as ‘Any gay person can get married’ (Isa. 40:4). What are we to do with this modern reading of the text? Of course, the words are taken out of context and the interpretation is millennia away from the original author’s intention, but so are many, if not most, of the Jewish and Christian non-literal readings of the text that make up the subject matter of the present volume. It is clever and maybe mischievous, but it expresses the hope of a particular community that, in the topsy-turviness of a new age, when ‘the glory of the Lord shall be revealed and all flesh shall see it together’ (v. 5), they will be redeemed like everyone else.
If it is the case, as many believe, that the text without a reader has no meaning, and the Bible is ‘like a sheep that before its shearers is dumb’, then it is its ‘shearers’, the readers and interpreters that must be scrutinized, their presuppositions, their aims, and their methods, not only their readings and interpretations. In the chapters that follow, readings of the Bible by fascists, sexists, imperialists and the like are condemned in terms probably acceptable to most readers. Other interpretations are cited with approval on what are probably less universally agreed aesthetic, ethical, political or other criteria. One suspects, for example, that many critics would seek to silence the gay reading of Isaiah 40:4 just cited, not because it is anachronistic or linguistically unsound in itself, but because of their attitude towards gay and lesbian marriages. Thanks to the achievements of modern biblical scholarship, we can sometimes hear, albeit faintly, the individual voices of the men and women through whose wisdom and creative genius, some would say guided by the hand of God, the Bible came into existence. Our aim in this Companion to the Bible and Culture, however, is to listen to some of the much louder and clearer voices of the millions of readers and interpreters of the Bible, who down the centuries have looked to it for guidance, authority and inspiration, and ensured that it is not isolated from the world in which they live, but remains, in the words of another second-century CE rabbi, ‘a tree of life to those who lay hold of it’ (Prov. 3:18; cf. Mishnah Aboth 6:7).
The thirty chapters are organized into four parts based on various key themes. Part I, Revealing the Past, considers the Bible’s journey through time from the Ancient World, from which it emerged and in which it barely existed (Davies, Chapter 1), to the modern world where it was challenged, dismembered and rewritten by scientists, historical critics, theologians and others (Rogerson, Chapter 7). During the intervening millennium and a half, the Bible was for the most part in the hands of its powerful custodians, the bishops and scholars of the Christian Church (Dove, Chapter 3), though the voices of lay people, including women, can be heard even in the Patristic Period (Cooper, Chapter 2). The translation of the Bible into the vernacular marked a major turning point in the history of European culture (Rashkow, Chapter 4). In the hands of the Reformers ‘it burst on the sixteenth century with the force of a revelation’ (Matheson, Chapter 5), and, in response, Catholic orthodoxy was obliged to develop new strategies to safeguard the authority of the Councils, the Fathers and papal primacy (Cameron, Chapter 6).
Part II, The Nomadic Text, traces the global appropriations of the Bible. Judaism, inseparable from the Hebrew Bible, is considered mainly in the context of Europe and the Middle East (Kessler, Chapter 8). Iran and the Arab world are the setting for a discussion of the complex relationship between Islam and the Bible (Lambden, Chapter 9). The remaining four continents have a chapter each devoted to them, with the exception of America which is divided into North America (Langston, Chapter 12) and Latin America (Gerstenberger, Chapter 13). A comprehensive study of the evolution of truly Asian forms of Christianity assesses trends common to the whole of South Asia, East Asia and South-East Asia (Song, Chapter 10). By contrast, the Bible in Africa is examined in the microcosm of Zulu culture (Draper, Chapter 11), and the Bible in Australasia in the sub-cultures of Vanuatu, outback Australia, and suburban Melbourne (Boer and Abraham, Chapter 14).
Part III, The Bible and the Senses, looks at some aesthetic and performative renderings of the Bible. A chapter on literature examines the history of the Bible’s reception in literature as ‘one of re-writing, supplementation and defamiliarization’, with examples from many periods of English literature (Carruthers, Chapter 15). In an essay on the Bible in film, the focus is not on Gibson’s Passion or the Hollywood epics, but on more unexpected examples like Pasolini’s short and controversial La Ricotta (1962) and the western Shane (1953) (Bach, Chapter 16). The chapter on music considers the relationship between libretto and biblical text in a selection of choral and operatic works from Handel to Vaughan Williams (Rogerson, Chapter 17). Painting as ‘an expansion of the (biblical) text’ is surveyed by reference to images from early Christian art, the Byzantine period, the Renaissance and Baroque, and the nineteenth and twentieth centuries (Hornik and Parsons, Chapter 18). A professional architect reads the descriptions of Rahab’s house in Jericho, the Tower of Babel, the Temple of Solomon, the New Jerusalem and other biblical monuments and buildings (Ballantyne, Chapter 19). Biblical drama is the subject of two chapters, one a critical study of the origins and development of mediaeval dramatizations of the Bible (Twycross), the other a socio-economic and political study of a dramatization of the ‘Fall of Nineveh’, first performed by a travelling circus in Philadelphia in 1892 (Long, Chapter 20). ‘The Body’ considers the application of biblical texts about the body of Adam, created in the image of Christ, to Christian teaching on homosexuality (Loughlin, Chapter 21).
Part IV, Reading in Practice, looks at disparate applications and practices of scripture in the modern world. A theologian argues, against Karl Marx, Christopher Hill and others, that throughout the twentieth century, from Russia to Africa, from Europe to Asia, the Bible remained a ‘profoundly disturbing political text’ (Gorringe, Chapter 24). An ecologist traces the origins of her subject to the Reverend Gilbert White, Carl Linnaeus, Ernst Haeckel (who invented the term ‘ecology’) and others down to the present day, mostly with reference to texts from Genesis, Leviticus, Psalms and Job (Primavesi, Chapter 25). The chapter on ‘contextuality’ finds increasing socio-economic awareness in African theology and biblical studies, using as a case study the work of the Ujamaa Centre for Biblical and Theological Community Development and Research at the University of KwaZulu-Natal (West, Chapter 23). A critique of psycho-analytical approaches to biblical interpretation leads to a new reading of a biblical incest narrative (Rashkow, Chapter 26), and a brief history of feminist and womanist re-readings of Scripture demonstrates how feminist theology brought a breath of fresh air into western academia (Sawyer, Chapter 27). The chapter on nationalism from the sixteenth century to the present day argues that various nationalist impulses have their origin in the pages of the Old Testament (Carruthers, Chapter 28). Postcolonialism is examined in the context of Asia where euro-centric meanings of the Bible have been broken down and Christianity has become a spiritual tradition of the East (Bong, Chapter 29). The final chapter explores the multiple manifestations and interpretations of the Bible in our own complex historical moment, an epoch frequently identified by the name ‘postmodern’ (Tate, Chapter 30).
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CHAPTER  1
The Ancient World
Philip R. Davies
From the twenty-first century, we look at the ancient world through two pairs of eyes. One pair looks back over the sweep of human history to the civilizations of Egypt and Mesopotamia, Assyria, Persia, Greece and Rome, which played their successive roles in shaping our modern world. The other set of eyes looks through the Bible, seeing the ancient world through the lenses of Scripture, not only directly from its pages but also through two millennia of Christian culture that long ago lodged itself in the imperial capitals of Rome and Constantinople yet saw its prehistory in the Old Testament and its birth in the New. The museums, galleries and libraries of Western Christendom bulge with representations of scenes from a biblical world dressed in ancient, medieval or modern garb.
Although the rediscovery of ancient Egypt, for which we should thank Napoleon, preceded by a century and a half the unearthing of the ancient cities of Mesopotamia – Babylon, Nineveh, Ur, Caleh – these cities captured the modern imagination because they were known to us from the Bible. These discoveries heralded the phenomenon of ‘biblical archaeology’, and the kind of cultural imperialism that brought ancient Mesopotamia (Iraq) and Egypt into the ‘biblical world’. Although the ‘Holy Land’ was a small region of little consequence to these great powers, the biblical vision of Jerusalem as the centre stage of divine history has been firmly embedded in our cultural consciousness. The ‘biblical world’ can therefore mean both the real world from which the Bible comes and also the world that it evokes. In this chapter we shall look primarily at the former, with a final glimpse of the ancient world in the Bible.
How does one introduce ‘the ancient world’ in a short space? Obviously with the aid of great deal of generalization and selectivity. What follows is obviously painted with a very broad brush, focusing on major motifs such as kingship, city and empire – institutions that are not only political, but also economic and social configurations. The growth and succession of monarchy, cities and empires both dominated the world of the Bible but also occupy much of its attention. The climax of this ancient world’s history is the interpenetration of two spheres: the ‘ancient Near East’ and the ‘Greek’, effected by Alexander’s conquest of Persia. The ‘kingship’, by then lost to the Greeks, was revived in an ancient Near Eastern form, Greek-style cities sprang up, and a civilization called ‘Hellenism’ developed. This great cultural empire fell under the political governance of Rome, under which it continued to flourish, while Rome itself, after years of republic, adopted a form of age-old ancient Near Eastern kingship.
A Historical Sketch
The worlds of the eastern Mediterranean and the ancient Near East were contiguous both geographically and chronologically. The eastern seaboard of the Mediterranean lay at the intersection of a maritime world and a large stretch of habitable land from Egypt to Mesopotamia, the so-called ‘Fertile Crescent’, curving around the Arabian desert to the south-east and fringed on the north by various mountain ranges (see Figure 1.1). Egypt and the cities of Phoenicia were engaged in sea trading with each other and with various peoples that we can loosely call ‘Greek’ (Minoans, Myceneans, Dorians, Ionians and Aeolians) from very early times. The Greeks colonized parts of Asia Minor and islands in the eastern Mediterranean, and the Phoenicians founded colonies in North Africa and eventually Spain also. What was exchanged in this trade included not only wine, olive oil, papyrus, pottery and cedar wood, but ‘invisibles’ such as the alphabet, stories, myths and legends. Traders (including tribes who specialized in trading caravans, such as the Ishmaelites and Edomites) and their wares penetrated eastward via Damascus and the Euphrates and across southern Palestine to the Red Sea. During the second millennium BCE, Egypt was in control of Syria and Palestine; but during the Iron Age and up to the advent of Alexander, its grip loosened and political power lay well away from the Mediterranean, in Mesopotamia.
Figure 1.1 The Fertile Crescent
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The ancient Near East
The word ‘civilization’ derives from the Latin civitas, ‘city’, and civilization is inseparable from urbanization. Cities mark the emergence of human diversity, a proliferation of social functions. They also mark a differentiation of power, for cities and their activities (in the ancient Near East at any rate) represent a form of social cooperation that is always governed by a ruler: major building projects, organized warfare, taxation, bureaucracy. In Mesopotamia, as throughout the ancient Near East (except Egypt) during the Bronze Age (c.3000–1200 BCE), cities were individual states, each comprising not only the fortified nucleus but also a rural hinterland of farms and villages, forming an interdependent economic, social and political system. Within the ‘city’ proper lay political and ideological power: administration, military resources, temples, the apparatus of ‘kingship’. Economically, the ancient city was a consumer rather than a creator of wealth, its income drawn mostly from the labours of the farmers, who were freeholders, tenants or slaves. Farmers comprised well over nine-tenths of the population; but they have left us little trace of their mud-brick houses, their myths and legends, their places of worship, their daily lives. Their houses have mostly disintegrated, their stories, customs and rituals left only in their burials, and whatever has survived of their material culture. We see them only occasionally as captives in war on an Assyrian relief or as labourers in Egyptian scenes of building enterprises. (We glimpse them in the Bible, but not fully; we know mostly about kings, priests, prophets and patriarchs.) They subsisted as the climate permitted; their surpluses went to their ruler, the king and to the gods (the temple and priests), who were usually under royal control. In return, the ruler defended them (as far as he could) from attack and invasion, which could also destroy their harvest and their livelihood.
We know more of the rulers than the ruled: we can visit the remains of cities and walk through the ruins of palaces and temples; we can read texts from ancient libraries, which reveal rituals and myths, lists of omens, prayers and tax receipts, accounts of battles and the boastful inscriptions of royal achievements such as buildings, laws or military campaigns. Inevitably, our history of the ancient world is a skewed one: we know who commissioned a pyramid (and was entombed in it), but not a single name of one of the thousands who constructed it.
Whatever had preceded the advent of kingship is lost to history. One of the earliest preserved texts, the Sumerian King List (the surviving tablet is dated 2125 BCE), opens with the words, ‘After the kingship descended from heaven . . .’. The gods handed laws to the kings, who, in their own words, always ruled justly, served the gods and destroyed their enemies. Kings of course, were frequently usurped, even assassinated, but kingship always persisted. No other system ever seems to have been envisaged (even among the gods). Warfare was endemic, since it constituted a justification for kingship and the existence of standing armies; it also provided a source of wealth in booty and slaves. In Mesopotamia, as in most of the ancient Near East, cities fought each other for supremacy. The Sumerian King List describes this process as follows: ‘Erech was defeated; its kingship was carried off to Ur . . .’. The successive supremacy of Mesopotamian cities is sometimes reflected in the mythology: our text of the Babylonian Creation Epic (from the twelfth century BCE) features Marduk and his city of Babylonia; but it adapts older Sumerian epics, and in turn an Assyrian copy replaces Marduk with the Assyrian god Asshur.
Egypt was in some ways dissimilar to Mesopotamia. It was a politically unified country (theoretically, a union of two countries, Upper and Lower Egypt), not a group of city-states. Unlike the lands ‘between the rivers’, it was seldom threatened from outside, though in due course it did succumb to Assyria, Persia, Alexander and Rome. It enjoyed a stable agricultural economy, since the annual flooding of the Nile was more reliable than the flooding of the Tigris–Euphrates basin (which often inundated cities). The pharaoh reigned supreme as the son of the god Amon, the king of a large society of gods. Hence the chief religious preoccupations were the sun and the underworld; in the Egyptian cosmos, the sun sailed (how else did one travel in Egypt?) daily into the underworld and back, just as the pharaoh and at least the upper classes would pass, after their death and judgement, into that world where Osiris ruled.
Egypt and Mesopotamia formed the two ends of the ‘Fertile Crescent’ and each exerted a strong influence on the lands between. Palestine was under Egyptian control until the end of the Bronze Age (thirteenth century BCE), when some kind of crisis, possibly economic, saw a collapse of the political system. Mesopotamia, where a Semitic population had overlain the non-Semitic Sumerians in the late third millennium, gave a cultural lead to the largely Semitic peoples of Syria and Palestine. The language of Mesopotamia, Akkadian, became the literary lingua franca of the entire Fertile Crescent in the second millennium, as we know from the letters written by kings of Palestinian city-states to the Pharaoh Akhenaton in the fourteenth century BCE and found in his capital at Tell el-Amarna.
In the thirteenth century, an influx of what were called ‘Sea Peoples’, which included Philistines, settled in Palestine, having been repelled from Egypt by the Pharaoh Merneptah. These peoples, whose origins lay somewhere among the coasts or islands of the Eastern Mediterranean, quickly absorbed the indigenous culture, but the Philistine cities of Gaza, Ashkelon, Gath, Ashdod and Ekron remained powerful and politically independent for several centuries (giving, of course, their name to the land of ‘Palestine’). At this time, new territorial states also arose in Syria and Palestine, including Israel and Judah. But a new age of empire soon arrived.
Empires are a natural extension of the social processes that governed kingship: patronage, in which protection was offered by the ‘patron’ to the ‘client’ in return for services (in our own day, the best-known example of the patron is the ‘Godfather’). Chiefs and kings ruled in precisely this way, and it was by making other kings into clients that empires were constructed, by extracting loyalty in the form of tribute and political allegiance. However, as the trappings of kingship tend to expand, they require more income, and also empires consume huge amounts of wealth. City-states had tried to establish military superiority over each other for the purpose of extracting economic surplus, and this is how empires begin, with the extraction of wealth by annual subscription, often requiring a military threat or even military action. This typically gives way to more direct administration of territories as provinces (the history of the British Empire is an excellent illustration). Trading had always been an instrument of royal administration and a source of income (including imposing duties on the passage of goods). This too was more effective if directly stimulated and controlled by the ‘king of kings’.
The first great empire builders of the ancient world were the Assyrians, and they drew the map of the ancient Near East early in the first millennium. All empires face external and internal threats, more or less continually and in the end they succumb, as did Assyria late in the seventh century. To the extent that empires create any kind of political or economic system, they persist under new ownership. The Assyrians’ immediate successors, the Neo-Babylonians, took over the Assyrian Empire, though they learnt very little in doing so. (The Persians, by contrast, learnt much.)
Assyria was under-populated, landlocked and culturally dominated by Babylonia. It expanded aggressively in two waves between the tenth and seventh centuries, subduing its neighbours and driving westwards towards the Mediterranean coast where lay material wealth, manpower and trade opportunities. Its system of patronage, making vassals of the rulers of territories it wished to control, was inscribed in treaties in which the commitments of each side were made public and sealed with an oath. Such a format is clearly visible in the ‘covenant’ (treaty) of the book of Deuteronomy, where Yahweh is the patron and Israel the client. However, the Assyrians did not invent the vassal treaty: before them, the Hittites and others had used it. Patronage is an age-old mechanism.
Assyria found itself converting vassals into provinces, as it did in Israel after it put down yet another rebellion, killed the king, effected some population transfers and carved out three provinces. Judah was left, however, with a vassal king. In the ruins of the city of Ekron (Tell Miqneh) lie the remains of a very large olive oil production installation, from the mid-to-late seventh century, producing over a million litres a year. It is likely that Judah’s own production was also integrated into a larger economic system. The Ekron facility shows us how the Assyrians managed an empire, and also how Judah’s political independence was nominal.
Kingdoms, cities and empire, however, are not simply political machines; they also create and sponsor cultural activities. The ruler of Assyria in the mid-seventh century was Ashurbanipal, who could probably read and write (very unusual for a king) and who spent much of his life accumulating a library of classical Mesopotamian literature, without which we would know much less about the literature of ancient Mesopotamia than we do. His collection was assigned to different rooms according to subject matter: government, religion, science, each room having a tablet near the door that indicated the general contents of each room. Libraries were already a well-established institution of the great cities of the Near East and have been excavated at Ebla, Mari, Nuzi and Ugarit.
His cultural activities did not prevent Ashurbanipal from extending his empire, but it fell a few decades later. The Neo-Babylonian kings (of whom Nebuchadrezzar is the best known) inherited an empire that the Medes and Persians in turn overcame less than a century later, when Cyrus marched into Babylon as the ruler appointed by Marduk. The Persians were faced with a highly diverse empire, and a highly expensive one. Rule of the empire was confined to the Persian aristocratic families, while the territories were divided into satrapies and subdivided into provinces, where their inhabitants were encouraged to enjoy cultural autonomy. The satraps were mostly Persian, but governors of provinces would often be local. The Persians were not Semitic, like most of the peoples from Mesopotamia, Syria and Palestine, and the religion of the rulers (from the beginning or almost) was different from what had previously been known in the Fertile Crescent: Zoroastrianism. Here was a monotheistic system (though with a dualistic aspect) which has no deification of the female but believes in a judgement of souls after death, and afterlife in heaven and hell.
We actually know more about the Persian Empire from Greek sources than Persian ones. The Persians engaged with the Greeks, first, as a major trading presence but then in a struggle with the Greek colonies of Ionia, leading to a Persian attack on Greece itself (480 BCE), and ultimately to the campaigns of Alexander of Macedon. The Greek account of that war is contained in the Histories of Herodotus (440) who also tells us about the history and customs of the people of the empire. In addition, Xenophon wrote the Anabasis, a story of the march home by Greek mercenaries who had been enlisted by a rival to Artaxerxes (another Cyrus) to try and take the throne (401–399 BCE). He also wrote a life of Cyrus the Great, the Cyropaedia.
The classical world
The political system of Greece evolved later than Mesopotamia or Egypt and urbanization did not begin until about 800 BCE. Greece was never a politically united system: its cities fought for dominance, formed leagues and alliances, traded extensively and founded colonies elsewhere. The cities were at first ruled by kings or by aristocrats, who also controlled religious activities: there was no separate priestly caste. Increasingly, political and religious power was shared by more of the inhabitants of the individual cities. The absence of a powerful kingship or priesthood constitutes a highly important distinction between Greece and the ancient Near East, which remained in most aspects dominated by totalitarian categories of thought and culture. Yet, having never achieved political unity or stability, the Greek cities gave way to Philip of Macedon who united them under his kingdom and whose son Alexander went on to conquer the Persian Empire. The change that this brought within these territories was more than merely political. The entire Fertile Crescent, together with Persia itself, as far as the borders of India, plus Egypt and Sicily, were to be hugely influenced by Greek culture. Greek colonies were implanted, and colonial cities, modelled after the self-ruling Greek city (the polis), but now multi-ethnic, flourished almost everywhere. Antioch and Alexandria were among the most important of these new foundations, but cities that were already long established also sought this status (including Jerusalem itself, a policy that precipitated the Maccabean wars).
The older civilizations of the Near East were all torn between resistance, reasserting their own history and customs, and embracing the new. Histories of Egypt and Babylon from the earliest times were written by Manetho and Berossus – but in Greek! Yet cultural influence was not in one direction only: Alexander and his successors adopted much of the style of traditional ancient Near Eastern monarchies, while religions such as the cult of Demeter, of Mithras and Isis and philosophical systems penetrated the Eastern Mediterranean where they had a mass appeal in a world where religious affiliation was more elective than in the ancient Near East. In the realm of religion, syncretism was rife: not only gods and goddesses but legendary heroes were blurred together: Tammuz and Adonis, Thoth and Hermes, Samson and Heracles, David and Orpheus, Isis and Demeter. With Alexander the Great two worlds that already knew each other not only collided but also began to mix – though socially ‘Greeks’ made little effort to mix with the ‘locals’ who lived alongside them in the cities. Politically, his empire quickly shrank and split into smaller kingdoms, governed by his generals – largely following the contours of earlier civilizations: Egypt (the Ptolemies) and Syria–Mesopotamia (the Seleucids), with Palestine, as before, sandwiched between the two and passing in 199 BCE from the control of the Ptolemies to the Seleucids.
There was never a ‘Greek Empire’: the ‘Hellenistic’ world in some ways perpetuated the older Near Eastern monarchies but in a quite different cultural guise. The Hellenistic monarchies had ambitions, but were no match for the organized ambition of Rome (even when Rome was torn by civil war, as it was in the first century BCE). Rome had also fallen under the Greek spell, and perhaps rather like Assyria with Babylon, it found cultural self-confidence only once it had achieved political hegemony over its more illustrious neighbour. Like the Greek cities, Rome had once been ruled by a monarch but had developed into a republic. Victory over Carthage (202 BCE) won it control of most of the Mediterranean, and having consolidated Italy under its rule (by the third century BCE), it annexed Macedonia and Egypt in the second century, and quickly extended its influence over the remainder of Alexander’s former empire, except for Babylonia, which had been gained by the Parthians in 250.
Like Assyria, centuries earlier, Rome’s problem was manpower. Although it followed the policy of granting citizenship liberally (including to freed slaves), it never had the resources to assimilate conquered territories, and generally proceeded by creating clients from local rulers and using local elites to govern. Here again is something of a repetition of the original Assyrian practice; certainly, it again exemplifies the patron–client mechanism. Thus, for example, in Palestine, the dynasty of Herod the Great ruled as client kings (with the euphemism socius, ‘ally’) until finally direct Roman rule was imposed as a result of that dynasty’s failures and of popular unrest. Even so, while Roman armies and a Roman governor were present, administration here was left largely in the hands of the local aristocracy.
Under Rome, the Jews of Palestine lost their temple in 70 CE and their land in 135. But Jews were, like some other nationalities in an increasingly mobile population, already a largely dispersed ethnos (a recognized national identity) and now without temple or priesthood, the religion was severely threatened. Having enjoyed a favoured status under the Romans since the time of Julius Caesar, they lost it under Hadrian (135 CE). The rabbis struggled to impose their authority in the face of assimilation and the growing influence of Christianity. However, the triumph of Christianity under Constantine (who died in 337) also may have secured protection, yet with a rather ambivalent status, for Jews and the great era of rabbinic Judaism ensued, culminating in the completion of the Talmuds. Yet it was Babylonia, under the Parthians’ successors, the Sassanids, that became the intellectual and religious centre of Judaism, while Christianity divided, as had the empire, into eastern and western domains, ruled respectively from Constantinople and Rome.
The impression of a succession of world empires from Assyria to Rome is, of course, a simplification: there were always revolts, gaps, and power vacuums. Empires decay and shrink as new ones grow. There is a certain continuity from one empire to another, but also (as in the case of Macedonia) clear discontinuities also. As for gaps: at two junctures in the long history just reviewed, Palestine enjoyed brief moments of independence from the imperial powers, and both were crucial. As mentioned earlier, in the tenth century between the decline of Egypt and the rise of Assyria, Israel, Judah and several other small kingdoms arose and briefly flourished here, until they all succumbed to Assyria. Again, in the second century BCE, between the decline of the Seleucid kingdom and the arrival of Roman control, Judah gained independence under the Hasmoneans, and expanded its territory to include Idumea, Galilee and parts of Transjordan, consolidating Judaism as a dominant religion of Palestine, at least outside the Hellenistic cities. The spread of Judaism and of Christianity – and thus their ultimate survival – were due entirely to the existence of the great empires, while kingship and city remain highly potent symbols in both religions (‘king’ is still a popular epithet for the Jewish and Christian god), reminding us of the ancient world from which they draw political and social conventions.
Social and Cultural Configurations
The ancient Near East
If the political life and history of the ancient world are usually described in terms of the deeds and territories of rulers and their servants, social and cultural life requires a broader vision. There is only a limited extent to which rulers control daily life. First of all, they do not necessarily control even all the territory they claim. The patron–client relationship operated at a series of levels, and even kings ruled through their own clients, such as local landowners or tribal leaders, or even warlords. Indeed, ancient monarchies often relied upon the loyalty of such powerful local ‘barons’. Apart from slaves, at the bottom of the hierarchy were the farmers, whose world was largely circumscribed by their own (extended) family and village, with its own dialects, stories and customs. Kinship, not nationality, held these societies together, and genealogy was the normal way of expressing social liaisons and loyalties, even when such kinships are not really biological – as any reader of the Bible can quickly see. A village would be bound to the urban centre, where its ruler lived, where some religious festivals would be attended, markets held, and where security might be sought in time of war. Beyond that, identity was largely meaningless: the inhabitants of the city of Dan, for example, would hardly see themselves as essentially ‘Israelite’ or ‘Aramaean’: they might from time to time be controlled (paid taxes) to a ruler in Samaria or Damascus or Hazor; they belonged permanently only to their village and beyond that, its mother city. It was through marriage, collaboration in times of harvest or assembly for major religious events that social bonding was maintained.
The life of the farmer depended on the climate and the weather. Without rain at the right time, or too much rain, or locusts, or indeed a ravaging army devouring and despoiling the crops, death was likely. If the local patron fulfilled his obligations, surplus might be distributed, but if food had to be acquired by incurring debt, slavery and forfeiture of land could result. In systems where the land was in theory the property of the king, and farmers were his ‘servants’ (as in Egypt), individual freedom was sacrificed to greater security. But in less secure and prosperous lands than Egypt (which did not have to rely on local rainfall, since the Nile annually flooded), the success of the harvest was the dominating concern, and ownership of one’s own land was not always a benefit; it could be a liability. Popular religion was therefore understandably about fertility; gods of war or dynastic gods were of little relevance: reproduction was the giver of life. The Bible may decry the goddesses and ‘abominations’ of the ‘Canaanites’ at their local shrines, but the female figurine is the commonest of artefactual remains from Iron Age Palestine, including the kingdoms of Israel and Judah. The religious preferences of the urban elites were different: they worshipped at their temples the god of the city and of the king, and the gods of their professions, such as the god of writing (Nabu, Thoth).
The culture and values of village farmers were transmitted from parent to child, justice was administered by parents and village elders, and through communal festivities (religious celebrations, story-telling, births, weddings and funerals). However much rulers claimed to control the administration of law or temples, or the proper conduct of the cult, such influence was probably weak. Such control would have gained the ruler little benefit. Occasionally a ruler imposed a new cult (Akhenaton, Nabonidus), but these reforms had as much to do with politics as religion; neither was long-lasting and neither had any great effect on the rural populace.
As noted earlier, urbanization stimulated the emergence of dedicated professions, mostly associated with the ruler: soldiers, temple personnel, administrators, but also certain artisans. The feeding of the ruler’s own retainers was paid for from the produce taken from the land, whether owned by the ruler or the temple or owned privately, in which case produce was taxed. It is unlikely that the farmers retained much surplus, but owners of extensive land could accumulate wealth. Armies could pay their way by securing booty and slaves – if victorious; but on campaign they lived off the land (some farmers’ crops), and they still required regular sustenance at other times. Temple personnel may have been as important in securing divine favour for good weather, freedom from illness or security in war, but to our modern eyes they were unproductive. In short, a small elite lived at the expense of a large underclass. However, we must not conclude that there was an antagonism between rural and urban populations; the evidence we have is of a real symbiosis of the two.
The country did come to the city, and the social heart of the city was the gate, or rather the space immediately inside the gate. Here was the ancient equivalent of the Greek agora and the Roman forum. It was where legal hearings were conducted before elders, where (probably) prophets would have delivered their speeches, where markets were held, where representatives of the king would be present to speak or hear. It was also a place where people met and where rural and urban culture mixed, where travellers sought accommodation and refreshment. Here more than anywhere else in the city, the unity of the city and its surrounding countryside was evident.
It is needless also to say that ancient societies were patriarchal (as many still are today) and polygamous – but only where economics and availability permitted. In practice, monogamy was determined by these and not moral factors, and the poorer men must have been largely monogamous. Women’s functions were confined largely to the household, but included agricultural labour. Like the rest of the household, a woman was subject to the authority of the (male) family head (father or elder brother) until married, when that authority was transferred (in return for payment of a dowry) to her husband. On being widowed, she often depended on the generosity of her children. Women did not normally inherit in ancient Near Eastern societies, though there is evidence that they could in Sumeria and also in Egypt.
In most ancient Near Eastern and Mediterranean societies, women played important roles in religious cults: in Greece and Rome as priestesses, in the Near East more usually as intermediaries (prophetesses); in the religious life of the village, women also played various roles as religious specialists. Everywhere we have to bear in mind the contrast between the public and official place of women as reflected in the literature, and the reality, in which individual women might in fact exercise effective control of their own husbands as well as their children. Our knowledge, unfortunately, must always be patchy since our only sources are archaeological and literary. But from literary sources such as the Epic of Gilgamesh (see below) and the biblical books of Ruth, Proverbs and Song of Songs, attitudes to females and the limits of female behaviour were complex and cannot easily be generalized.
The classical world
The world of the Greeks was not monolithic. They all spoke the same language, and worshipped the same gods, but the cities had their own laws and customs. From the fifth century BCE onwards, wealth and political power were not confined to a small elite as in the ancient Near East. There was no scribal class, no priestly class, literacy was more widely spread and, apart from the usual economic tasks (in which slaves – up to a quarter of the population – and women carried much of the burden), Greeks engaged in the political life of their city, in athletics, games, horse-riding, music, theatre and dining. Boys were educated at schools. But women, too, were sometimes educated, and many Greek (male) writers praise the delights of educated female companions. Nevertheless, classical Greece was also patriarchal, stressing the role of women as bearers of children and ornaments to their husbands, and in fact Athens was less liberal in this respect than Sparta, where, for example, women came to own a good deal of property. Women were not citizens and did not participate in political life. Their role was in the home, where they were excluded from the banquets enjoyed by their husbands. And the Athenian tragedies, perhaps surprisingly, focus very often on the fate of women (Clytemnestra, the Trojan women, Antigone, Elektra and many others). In the Graeco-Roman world reflected in the New Testament, there are no women priests or leaders, but women are depicted among the followers of Jesus, and among influential leaders in Christian communities. Priscilla is always named with Aquila, four times in Acts and the Pauline letters. 1 Corinthians 1:11 refers disparagingly to the ‘house of Chloe’; and Revelation fulminates against a ‘Jezebel’. If Christianity was indeed especially popular among women (including the upper classes), it would not be surprising to find women leaders. But other religious cults also appealed especially to women, including the mystery cults. Again, then, it is impossible to generalize about the role that women could play in classical society.
The advent of (partial) democracy in Athens, for example, had been achieved by wresting power from oligarchy and vesting it in the citizenry. From Homeric times to the sixth century BCE, Athens, a typical example, experienced monarchy, then aristocracy, then tyrants, then democracy. The laws of Solon in 594 were a crucial stage in this last transition, as a result of which the citizen was politicized (the root of ‘politics’ aptly being polis), so that in the famous speech of Pericles (as Thucydides tells it, at any rate), the term idiotes, meaning non-political person, became pejorative. Every citizen participated, or was expected to participate, in the running of the city, and this involved the exercise of reason and judgement. It involved weighing priorities, and it involved the assessment of human motivation. Decisions were now taken in a way that focused the attention of every member of the assembly on his own personal responsibility.
The Greek city, then, had citizens: it was ‘owned’ and run by those who lived in or near it (excluding women and slaves!). Citizens were expected to participate in administration, in judgement, in determining political and economic policy. This, whatever the other similarities between Greek and ancient Near Eastern cities, made a vital difference to their character. If the words ‘totalitarian’ and ‘democratic’ are too blunt (and unqualified) to express the contrast, they point to that difference. The overwhelming role of kingship and state, not only with its entrenched bureaucracy but also its heavy ideological apparatus, is absent in Greece, and the stratification of producers and consumers of wealth, ruler and ruled, in the ancient Near East does not apply as absolutely in Greece or in Rome. The intellectual achievements of Greece (see below) cannot be explained without reference to the elevation of human judgement, both corporate and individual, in the organization of life, rather than the gods and their royal representative on earth.
The Ancient World of Ideas
The ancient Near East
One important cultural configuration of the ancient Near East was the scribal class. The bureaucratic apparatus required a class of persons who were official guardians and producers of knowledge, writing everything from royal propaganda to economic records, including myths, annals, prayers – anything that required recording permanently on clay, wood or papyrus. Their competence included diplomacy (hence knowledge of more than one language) and record-keeping (archives, libraries). They might well be thought of as the ancient civil service, indispensable to the running of any state. Yet they also formed an intellectual class, who regarded writing and reading as a divine gift that enabled knowledge, whether political, ethical or metaphysical, to be explored and classified. Apart from maintaining the necessary instruments of state government, these people took upon themselves the role of the intelligentsia, exploring knowledge, including natural science (e.g. cosmology), social sciences (e.g. history and social policy) and ethics (‘wisdom’). They systematized myths, created lists of astronomical observations and omens (which they also tried to correlate), and thought incessantly about the meaning of human life and the battle for control of human existence with the gods who determined everything. Their specialized range of skills required them to provide an education for their apprentices, and examples of their textbooks and their exercises have been found in Mesopotamia and Egypt. It will have been these people in Israel and Judah who were responsible for the contents of the Hebrew Bible.
The culture of the ancient Near East was religious and we have no literature at all that reflects an awareness of the world as an autonomous system, or one subject to ultimate human control. The existence and power of the gods were everywhere taken for granted. Only with the scientific philosophy of the Greeks of Asia Minor does speculation begin about immanent laws of nature and how they can be understood. Astronomical observation was highly developed already in Babylonia and geometry was certainly well advanced among the builders of the pyramids, both 2,500 years before Thales of Miletus (624–547 BCE). But the Mesopotamian astronomers regarded the heavenly bodies as signs of events on earth. The difference is in the abandonment of mythology, just as in the political sphere divine kingship was rejected in favour of a more ‘democratic’ form of government. The same is true of history: while Herodotus seeks to know the ‘causes’ of the war between Persia and Greece, Near Eastern cultures produced myths of origin, ancient ‘king lists’ of a mythological character, texts celebrating royal military campaigns, buildings or victories, and – the closest approximation to what we would call ‘history’ – the Babylonian Chronicles. In the Hellenistic period, however, national histories proliferate, drawing on whatever ancient sources (including mythology) were available. The biblical history from Genesis to Kings has features in common with these Hellenistic histories but the dating of the biblical literature is still disputed; it is not ruled out that the work as a whole belongs to the early Persian period, i.e. the time of Nehemiah, who was a contemporary of Herodotus; indeed, some have claimed to detect the influence of Herodotus, though the general opinion regards the biblical work as at least based on older historiographical documents.
The intellectual and artistic range of ancient Near Eastern scribal literature is impressive, and can be exemplified in the very old, originally Sumerian, Epic of Gilgamesh. The oldest long poem in the world, it tells the story of Gilgamesh, king of Uruk (Erech) c.2700 BCE, two-thirds divine and one-third mortal. It opens:
He saw the great Mystery, he knew the Hidden:
He recovered the knowledge of all the times before the Flood.
He journeyed beyond the distant, he journeyed beyond exhaustion,
And then carved his story on stone.
Gilgamesh starts as an oppressor of his subjects, who cry to the gods and in response a wild companion is provided for him, Enkidu. Enkidu becomes civilized through a temple woman and loses his strength; but she introduces him to Gilgamesh. The two fight but then become friends and decide on a great adventure, to kill the demon guardian of a forest and destroy the trees. Enkidu forces Gilgamesh to slay the demon, who curses him: may he die before Gilgamesh. Later in Uruk, Gilgamesh refuses the advances of the goddess Ishtar, who in revenge obliges the chief god Anu to send a raging bull against his city. Gilgamesh and Enkidu kill the bull and the gods decree death for Enkidu. Enkidu first curses all those he has known, then, realizing how he has enjoyed life, blesses them and is dragged off to the underworld before he dies. Gilgamesh’s grief is increased by awareness of his own mortality and on the advice of another mysterious woman, Siduri, he seeks the gift of eternal life from the one human granted it, Utnapishtim, survivor of the great Flood, whom he reaches after a fabulous journey and hears his story. Gilgamesh is told that if he can stay awake six days and seven nights he will achieve immortality; he fails, falling asleep instantly for seven days. Utnapishtim offers Gilgamesh a plant to restore youth, which Gilgamesh retrieves from the ocean floor but does not eat immediately. On the way home he stops to sleep and a snake devours the plant. Gilgamesh returns to Uruk and dies.
The story is a reflection upon many facets of human life. Urbanization (civilization) is still a recent achievement, and the dialectic of wild and tamed is nicely conveyed through the main characters. The taming of Enkidu may be a metaphor for the cultivation of the land, the domestication of herds and crops, but is also about the civilizing influence of women (likewise, Siduri teaches Gilgamesh). Women may seduce, but they also have their own wisdom. Mortality is another theme, threatening not only oneself, but one’s friendships. Mortals cannot live forever; but they can compensate by being remembered and by building cities; the city and kingship are yet another theme. Yet the city must also be left in the quest for what is valuable: security does not bring wisdom: it must be sought out, at risk, if necessary. This too is probably a metaphor for human life, in which there is ultimately no security. The epic teaches that life is a journey towards wisdom as much as towards death, and while immortal fame may be acquired, the value of life and of the quest is friendship. As Siduri says to Gilgamesh, ‘Fill your belly with good things; day and night, night and day, dance and be merry, feast and rejoice. Let your clothes be fresh, bathe yourself in water, cherish the little child that holds your hand, and make your wife happy in your embrace; for this too is the lot of humans.’ The poem also criticizes tyranny and ambition and celebrates the virtues of the pleasures of human companionship, love, food, and drink. Gilgamesh begins as a tyrant, but it is his friendship for Enkidu that tames and teaches him.
Classic texts like these were copied and preserved in the major cities of the Fertile Crescent, such as Ugarit, Ebla and Mari. They point us to the existence of a widely known Akkadian ‘canon’ that also included laws (such as the codes of Hammurabi) and divinatory texts as well as other myths such as the Creation Epic that, like Gilgamesh, also began as a Sumerian story and migrated via Babylon to Ashurbanipal’s library, where the best-preserved copies were found. The ‘Akkadian canon’ continued to be copied well into the Graeco-Roman period, and its contents would no doubt have been familiar in the scribal schools of Palestine. These texts were not only copied but studied, stimulating the ongoing debate about the meaning and values of life and the universe (see the poem of Job). We find motifs from Gilgamesh in the Eden story of Genesis 2–3 (immortality, the snake), in Ezekiel 28 and 31 (the semi-divine figure), and in Ecclesiastes’ recommendation to enjoy life while it lasts, illustrating an intellectual stream that flows through the Bible too – as witness also the obvious affinities between the laws in Exodus and those of Hammurabi and the collections of prophetic oracles from Mari and Nineveh. The book of Job, too, has its antecedents in Mesopotamia, while the book of Proverbs contains sayings identical to those in the Egyptian Wisdom of Amenemope, written in the fourteenth century BCE. It is not necessary, or possible, to date such parallels to a specific time or place: they were accessible everywhere.
Gilgamesh also claims to be a written account by the ancient king himself of his exploits and discoveries, which points us to another widespread cultural phenomenon of the ancient world: revealed wisdom from the past. It inspired the blossoming of apocalyptic literature, especially during the Graeco-Roman period. Apocalypses are revelations or heavenly secrets typically given to an ancient figure who then writes them down; the writing is then ‘discovered’ at a later time. They typically reveal the origins and ends of the world and of history and the answers to the problems of evil. Among the techniques of apocalypses are heavenly journeys and descriptions of the heavenly mechanisms that govern earthly phenomena. Some of these ingredients can already be seen in Gilgamesh (see the quotation above), but an even more important influence was manticism, the culture of divination.
One of the obsessions of Mesopotamian culture was divination, predicting the future. This activity generated hundreds of writings in which observations about omens and their consequences were recorded, in the belief that there was a system by which the future could be intimated to humans through signs, known to a professional guild. Dreams, heavenly phenomena, sacrificial entrails and many other devices were used. An excellent instance of this tradition is Matthew’s magoi who come ‘from the east’ following a star that would predict a Jewish Messiah. Although the Old Testament deplores divination, we have Enoch (a figure based on an antediluvian ruler from the third millennium BCE Sumerian King List), who ‘foresees’ the future and writes it down for future generations. Daniel, too, is trained in the mantic lore of Babylon and by direct divine revelation unlocks secrets of the future. Apocalypses also typically deal with the final resolution of the problem of evil, however that is seen. Usually evil is personified in a wicked king or emperor (Daniel, Revelation) or angel (Enoch). In Jewish and Christian belief the figure of Satan emerges as an amalgam: the ancient snake, the fallen archangel, the head of a legion of evil spirits, the ‘tempter’ of individuals (as in the book of Job). ‘Evil’ was often equated with ‘death’, the great obsession of much of Graeco-Roman religion, and the age-old theme of Gilgamesh, immortality, was thus integrated into a new religion in which the triumph of good over evil, the abolition of sin and the defeat of death were all brought together in a synthesis, much of which seems to be the work of Paul, who as a Greek-speaking Jewish Roman citizen personifies almost the whole cultural background of the ancient world. Seen in this light, the triumph of Christianity is not surprising: it covered almost every religious question and problem, with the added sparkle of a ‘divine man’, not the hero of an ancient myth but of recent history.
The classical world
In fifth-century Athens the intellectual tradition was not vested in a class, but in citizens themselves. The individual existed as a separate, clearly defined entity, aware of individual selfhood and moral responsibility for their actions. Rather than Greek philosophy, which has already been briefly compared with ancient Near Eastern thinking, Athenian tragedy offers a striking illustration of the Greek ‘world of ideas’. Its roots lie in religious ceremony, its stories are drawn from myth and the gods are involved in the action, and this may be precisely why its subject matter is about the human. Athenian tragedy is about people, and what they do to each other. It deals with human relationships and decisions in relation to family and to politics: loyalty to the gods, the race, the family and the city often conflict. Athenian politics was not essentially about principles but about the management of conflicting claims, about individual cases, about expediency.
Because citizens had to do public service, they were interested in moral dilemmas, moved by the impulses of pity and fear, and concerned about the bases of choices in matters of moral conduct. What made a person guilty or not? Or a course of action wise or not? Here the gods themselves are little more than glorified humans, morally speaking. Whether Zeus himself comes to be seen as a transcendental guarantor of order, or a personality of desperate conflict (a precursor of the Wagnerian Wotan?), his own instinct is at war with what he is supposed to represent. In Athens what is right is decided by the democratic court, by public opinion, and not by regal or divine decree, not by verdict of the elders, and perhaps only to an extent by traditional laws and within the household. And that is why it is in Greece and not the ancient Near East (nor the Bible) that ethics was born.
The ancient world in the Bible
How is the ancient world seen in the Bible? What is the place of the universe in its various schemes? We might start with the stories of Genesis 10 and 11, which both account for the spread of humanity across the world after the Flood. In Genesis 10, the so-called ‘Table of Nations’ assigns nations and territories to the descendants of Noah (a scheme still reflected in our modern use of ‘Semitic’ and ‘Hamitic’). Here everything is orderly and divinely willed. In Genesis 11, humanity is scattered from Babel (Babylon) to curb its ambition, and the proliferation of language symbolizes the disunity of the human race ever since. But the following genealogy focuses on Shem and narrows down to Terah, the father of Abraham, who is then called by God. One nation is chosen, and the ensuing story is about the descendants of Abraham (indeed, only some of them). Thereafter other nations play only incidental roles. This chauvinism would have been characteristic of any ancient society, but because of the influence of the Bible, the idea of a ‘chosen race’ has embedded itself in our culture.
In the so-called ‘historical’ and prophetic books of the Old Testament/Hebrew Bible, the world is divided into the land, near neighbours and other nations. With Ammon, Moab, Edom and Aram, there is a recognition of kinship, though perhaps precisely because of this they are quite distinctly distanced from membership of ‘Israel’. One looks hard to find a friendly face painted on any of these nations. The prophetic books are full of ‘oracles against foreign nations’ (a curiosity that is quite hard to explain), and while oracles against Israel and Judah are also plentiful, there are usually compensating calls for repentance or promises of future restoration or prosperity. The nations as a whole are often depicted as being used by Yahweh to punish his own people, but also to then incur punishment for the punishment they inflict. In the Priestly writings (e.g. Leviticus) where the key is holiness, the region beyond the camp of ‘Israel’ is beyond the reach of the divine presence, a place to which the unclean are sent, a place corresponding perhaps to the chaos that lies outside the divinely created cosmos. In writings from the second century (1 Maccabees, Jubilees) the sense of an Israel besieged on all sides by all other nations, whether militarily or culturally, is strong. It is not unfair to say that in the discourse of the Old Testament/Hebrew Bible, the outside world is hostile. It threatens Israel politically and religiously, because it worships ‘gods of wood and stone’. It may be that the book of Jonah is, among other things, a protest against this attitude, portraying both foreign sailors and the king and people of Nineveh as responsive to the word and deeds of Yahweh.
There is one curious exception: Persia. Nowhere are we told anything about the religion of Persia, though in Isaiah 45 proclaims Cyrus as the ‘anointed’ of Yahweh, and it is Cyrus who in 2 Chronicles 36:22 has his ‘spirit stirred’ by Yahweh to decree the rebuilding of the temple in Jerusalem. Perhaps behind this is the recognition that the religion of Zoroaster was seen as compatible or complementary with that of Judah or that, writing under the Persians, the biblical authors felt free to criticize only preceding empires, this is significant, and supported by the fact that while Persian kings can be portrayed as pawns of their courtiers (Esther, Dan. 6), they are never wicked.
A fundamental antinomy exists in both the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament about empire and its embodiment of all worldly power. In Daniel, we find, on the one hand, the notion that the kings of the world rule in orderly succession under the overall direction of the ‘Most High’ (Chapters 1–6). Yet in the later chapters, the successive kings, depicted in the guise of monsters, rebel and have to be destroyed. In the New Testament, written for those generally loyal to Rome, the Roman victim Jesus is portrayed rather as persecuted by the Jews; Paul uses the empire, and his citizenship, to spread his gospel, and seems to accept the empire as ordained by God. Yet in the book of Revelation, Rome is the great ‘whore of Babylon’. In these cases, it is the experience of persecution that makes the difference. But if we probe, we find that throughout the Bible the world-rejecting and the world-affirming lie side by side, as does the representation of the world as orderly and as chaotic. In one view, a benign divine providence sustains everything; in the other, a final intervention will be needed at the end to establish justice.
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CHAPTER  2
The Patristic Period
Kate Cooper
What impact did the Bible have on the early Christian laity? While we know at least something about the reading habits and theological interests of community leaders and men of literature in the early Church, the evidence for how ideas circulated among Christians of the ‘silent majority’ is much more difficult indeed. As far as we can tell, the Christian writings, from the mid-first-century letters of Paul to the Gospels a generation later, were not perceived as ‘Scripture’ at the time they were written. It has long been understood that until the second century, when Christians talked about Scripture, they meant the Septuagint, the Jewish third-century BCE translation of Hebrew and Aramaic Biblical texts into Greek. We know that the Septuagint was central to the early Christian imagination not least because so many of the first- and second-century writings see the life and death of Jesus as a fulfilment of biblical prophecy.
The process by which 27 disparate first- and second-century texts came to be chosen as part of a canon, an authoritative group of texts by which the soundness of new or unfamiliar Christian writings could be measured, seems to have begun around the beginning of the second century. The Book of Revelation refers to a collection of letters to the Seven Churches of Asia; though the collection is clearly imaginary, there is significance in the author’s visionary awareness of the idea that disparate letters (for example, by a figure such as Paul) could be revered as a sacred collection. In the mid-second century, the heretic Marcion’s attempt to define a canon of Christian writings was symptomatic of a wider need to rationalize the terms of the new faith’s rapid expansion. Marcion, however, wanted to use this canon as a substitute for – rather than a supplement to – the authority of the Septuagint, and this did not gain acceptance. From the second century onwards, we have manuscript evidence of Christian sacred texts circulating widely, often in translations, such as Armenian, Gothic, Latin, or Ethiopic, to reach Christian communities within and beyond the boundary of the Roman world. But in the first centuries, Christian texts circulated individually or as part of small clusters – such as the letters of Paul – rather than as part of a single definitive book. This meant that the canon of Christian Scripture remained fluid until the fourth century at least.
Writing during the reign of the Emperor Constantine in the fourth century, the first historian of Christianity, Eusebius of Caesarea, suggested that the very earliest Christian communities had enjoyed a doctrinal and intellectual unity that later communities could only envy. According to Eusebius, heresy had emerged at a second stage of the Church’s development, when envy of the leadership caused some of the congregation to draw away from the early union of hearts. In the early twentieth century, however, Walter Bauer argued that the myth of early unity was Eusebius’ invention. The hallmark of the earliest churches was in fact tremendous doctrinal diversity, born of the process by which the Christian message had circulated across the Roman Empire. Wandering charismatic teachers had carried and developed the message, drawing in equal parts on tradition and inspiration. These teachers, of course, had little opportunity to consult with one another to confirm whether or not their respective prophetic improvisations on tradition had resulted in compatible theologies.
In 1979, Elaine Pagels argued that the emergence of a canon of normative Christian Scriptures reflected the struggle of second-century bishops to develop a network of established institutional authority. As part of this process, it became important to harmonize the independent theological traditions of the ancient communities. In so doing, Pagels suggested, the bishops placed as much stress as they could on precedents for institutional authority, and on their own status as recipients of an institutional role handed down directly from the apostles. Toward the end of the century Irenaeus of Lyons, for example, told the story of the succession from Peter to Eleutherus, his contemporary as Bishop of Rome, and elsewhere how as a youth he himself had sat at the feet of Bishop Polycarp of Smyrna, who in turn had sat at the feet of John of Ephesus, apostle and evangelist. At the same time, Irenaeus suggested to his readers that despite the existence of a diversity of Gospels handed down in the name of the apostles by the second-century Church, there could only be four – those of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John – which held authority. He saw them as breathing incorruption into the Church, their number reflecting that of the four principal winds.
At the same time, Christian men of literature across the empire asked themselves how biblical tradition could be brought into a meaningful relationship with the literary, historical, and philosophical currents of the wider Graeco-Roman cultural milieu. It is a commonplace that ‘high’ biblical interpretation in the patristic period clustered around two schools. That of Antioch, exemplified by Theodore of Mopsuestia (d. 428), made every attempt to respect the historical sense of both Old and New Testaments. It was understood that theoria, the search for a more elusive spiritual sense, could also bear fruit, but only if the result bore an evident relationship to the historical sense. The Alexandrian tradition, by contrast, sought a freer relationship between text and meaning through allegorical interpretation. Here, the key was the identification of a parallel relationship between events in the biblical text and an encoded spiritual message. Its opponents felt that the allegorical method left too much open to the inspiration of the interpreter, that the allegorical sense of Scripture was no more than the spiritual sense come unmoored from any accountability to tradition. But the allegorical tradition in fact bore a very distinguished pedigree. Reaching back through its most famous Christian exponent, Origen of Alexandria (d. c.254), to the Jewish Platonist Philo of Alexandria (d. c.50) and beyond, allegorical exegesis had been central to diaspora Judaism as a means of mediating the relationship between Jewish and Hellenic intellectual traditions, allowing educated Greek-speaking Jews to resolve the tension between otherwise conflicting identities. Meanwhile, in late antiquity, pagan philosophers were working with the same methods in order to find new philosophical and spiritual meanings in Homer and other touchstones of Hellenic tradition.
Christian ethics seems to have been biblically based from the outset, even where the reading is allegorical or tangential. If we take as a starting-point the first-century letters of Paul of Tarsus or those of Ignatius of Antioch at the turn of the second century, we see men who are deeply immersed in the imaginative landscape of the Septuagint. In her imaginative study, The Making of Fornication, Kathy Gaca has demonstrated that even comparatively non-intellectual matters such as sexual ethics were debated through an exegesis so learned that even the interlocutors could not be sure of following one another’s learned use of both the Septuagint and Hellenic philosophical sources.
When Paul, for example, developed his central metaphor of the community as Body of Christ, he layered in what Gaca calls a ‘sexual poetics’ based on the metaphor of God’s marriage to Israel. Individual Christians were to be understood as ‘limbs’ ‘or ‘members’ of the Body of Christ, in contrast to others, the ‘limbs of a harlot’, who failed to show allegiance to the community. As with the Septuagint, the metaphor gains force from evocative layering: ‘Do you not know that he who joins himself to a prostitute becomes one body with her? . . . Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, which you have from God?’ (1 Cor. 6:16, 19). The relationship of metaphorically linked images, though not precisely aligned in a rational order, derives power from layering, overlap, and repetition. The metaphors do not really ‘line up’ – but this is part of their power. If the reader or hearer was confounded in the face of the metaphor, this may have been all to the good.
While porneia in pagan texts referred in a comparatively neutral descriptive sense to prostitution, in the Septuagint it refers to sexual transgressions against the authority of God. According to Gaca, ‘Sexual defilement and dishonor are incorporated into a new order of wrongdoing – disobeying a deity who requires unconditional obedience and devotion.’ As imagined by both Jews and Christians, God is a jealous lover, whose people must humble themselves on the model of an adulterous wife hovering in fear of punishment. Here a specific demographic threat to the growth of Israelite religion – that of inter-marriage with women who will raise the couple’s children in a gentile faith – takes on a metaphorical life of its own. Thus, for example, Israel is collectively likened to an adulterous bride while the male Israelites are individually enjoined not to ‘betray’ their God sexually by engaging in relations with women who worship other gods. Again, the metaphors do not really ‘line up’ – but they do not need to.
Turning again to Paul, we see in his sexual ethics an attempt to balance biblical tradition with eschatological urgency. Paul did not see much value in procreation, given his firm expectation that the end of the world was approaching. More importantly, his plan of action in the battle against fornication was to fight fire with fire. Paul saw what Gaca calls ‘the pure blue flame of marital sex’ as his most powerful weapon. It is significant that in the face of the eschaton, Paul made every attempt to achieve vividness and force in his language, and to be understood. But across the centuries the importance of being widely understood seems to have become less urgent. At the same time, readers and hearers could still not be trusted to recognize complex biblical inter-textualities when they were brought into play. There is evidence, as we will see below, that the learned exegetes of the later patristic period often felt they were speaking in a void.
Two landmark studies of the last decade have changed the landscape against which the question of widespread participation in debate over Scripture and tradition must be viewed. Harry Gamble’s Books and Readers in the Early Church (1995) reminds us that the well-documented conversions of the second century, such as that of Justin Martyr, were not typical, in that they involved literate men whose spiritual identification with the new faith was the culmination of a sustained process of philosophical inquiry. To be sure, this is a point which has been made in previous generations. In 1963, H. J. Carpenter went so far as to suggest that the late second- and third-century figures such as Origen and Tertullian of Carthage (d. 225), who had attempted to develop a speculative and systematic theology, were in fact at odds with the ethical and pastoral interests of the wider Christian population:
In a sense, the future belonged to these men, at least on theological issues, but they were all acutely aware of swimming against a tide, and their work passed into the future with its content and direction profoundly modified as the result of this force which opposed them. They stood in varying degrees for a new kind of interest in the faith which was not welcome to the great mass of Christians. (Carpenter 1963: 295)
For Carpenter, it was Irenaeus, with his ferocious repudiation of the speculations and esoteric traditions of the Gnostics, and his relentless interest in matters of authority and in the plainest meaning of the biblical text, who stood closest to the ground of popular Christianity.
But it is possible that even Irenaeus was fighting a losing battle if he expected the faithful to understand the biblical basis of the Church’s ideas. Literacy, Gamble reminds us, was rare indeed in the Roman Empire; perhaps 10–15 per cent of the early Christian community could read, and even these would have done so with difficulty. Obviously this does not mean that the majority of Christians had no exposure to the biblical text, but their exposure was through hearing it read aloud or paraphrased in preaching. This meant that where the Bible ended and the wider and often disputed contours of Christian lore began would have been unclear to most, even after the canon had emerged as a fixed point of reference.
We can deduce from the late second-century Acts of the Scillitan Martyrs that communities pooled together their resources to buy books (or have them made), for in this text, written in North Africa in 180, the community leader, Speratus, brings ‘books and letters (libri et epistulae) of a just man named Paul’ with him when he and his companions are brought before the proconsul. Questions of literacy aside, book ownership would have been well beyond the economic means of ordinary community members. Where books were owned by individuals, intense piety and high economic standing must have stood in alignment. We will see below, however, that even where the individual possession of books was a realistic possibility, the biblical text was some-times linked to modes of piety which were a far cry from our post-Reformation idea of Bible study.
As the Christian message spread out into a largely illiterate gentile society, biblical literacy was probably restricted largely to exposure through preaching and the liturgy. Second-century writers such as the author of 1 Timothy and Justin Martyr himself record that the ‘public reading of Scripture’ (1 Tim. 4:13; Justin, Apology 1:67) was a standard element of early Christian corporate worship. The medium of exposure would have been the same for the emerging corpus of Christian writings as for the Septuagint. As the arbiter of what elaborations of biblical material would be made available though preaching, the bishop would play an all-important role as the guardian and expositor of the Christian message.
The second landmark study is that of Rodney Stark, The Rise of Christianity: A Sociologist Reconsiders History (1996). Stark offered compelling evidence from modern fieldwork-based study of religious evangelism that interest in the ostensible ‘message’ of a religious group is not an important factor in predicting whether or not an individual will pursue a relationship with a religious group after first contact. In fieldwork during the 1960s with his colleague John Lofland among the early followers of the Reverend Sun Myung Moon in the USA, Stark discovered that an individual’s memory of ‘first contact’ with the group would change dramatically if he or she eventually became a member. A consistent feature of retrospective answers to the ‘Why did you join?’ question put to converts was that the magnetic influence had been exerted by the group’s theology. But this did not line up with the data on initial reactions collected directly after the encounter – even where the same informant was interviewed. When Stark and Lofland interviewed individuals after ‘first contact’ and then traced the eventual decision of those individuals whether or not to join the group, what they discovered was that the individual’s recollection of ‘first contact’ would be distorted by ideas and values which had later come to seem significant. Equally, the people who eventually converted did not begin by being especially attracted to the group’s ideas. Rather, they began by liking members of the group as individuals. (Indeed, future converts sometimes specified in interviews that they liked members of the missionary team despite a perception that their ideas were strange.) From Stark and Lofland’s work, it became clear that personal relationships, not religious doctrine, were at the core of the movement’s unusual appeal. Related work by Stark and William Sims Bainbridge on interpersonal bonds between Mormons and non-Mormons in the 1970s led to complementary results. In one Mormon mission, the statistical return on door-to-door missionary activity was a disheartening 1 in a 1,000 visits. But where ‘first contact’ took place in the home of a new contact’s own friends or family, the success rate was 1 out of 2. In other words, to attain a high conversion rate, missionaries needed to target their activity toward the existing non-Mormon contacts – friends and family – of members of the group itself.
Stark argued that a similar strategy must have been in play among the early Christian communities. His main aim in The Rise of Christianity was to present a model that would account for the stunningly high growth rate of the early Church – c. 40 per cent per decade, a rate roughly comparable to that of the Mormons. With growth of this kind, similar to the compounding of interest, seemingly small gains could be multiplied if they were compounded by repetition, and if new converts themselves were invited to take up a key role as mediators between the faith community and the ‘outside’ world. Friendship, personal magnetism, and a sense of belonging were probably the driving factors in this process.
So what was the place of books in the early Christian communities, and what was the place of the Book? How deeply aware were the Christian laity of the Christian scriptural tradition, and how closely did awareness of the teachings of this tradition govern lay ethics in the early Church?
The epitome of the third-century Acts of Andrew made by Gregory of Tours in the late sixth century preserves the story of Trophime, the repentant former mistress of the Proconsul of Achaea in Patras, who begins frequenting the proconsul’s palace with a new motive, in order to hear the preaching of the apostle Andrew, who is acting as a kind of palace chaplain. When the proconsul’s wife discovers her presence in the palace, she summons the procurator and has Trophime condemned to a brothel. But like many a heroine of hagiographical romance, Trophime avoids contact with the brothel’s clients to the degree that she can:
Trophime entered the brothel and prayed incessantly. Whenever men came to touch her, she would place the Gospel which she had with her (evangelium quod secum habebat) on her breast, and all the men would fail to approach her. A particularly shameless rogue came to violate her, and when she resisted, he tore off her clothes, and the gospel fell to the ground. Trophime wept, stretched her hands toward heaven, and said, ‘Do not let me be defiled, O Lord, for whose name I value chastity!’ Immediately an angel of the Lord appeared to the youth, and he fell at the angel’s feet and died . . . later she raised the lad in the name of Jesus, and all the city ran to the sight. (Gregory of Tours, Liber de miraculis, 23; MacDonald 1990: 282–5)
Gamble sees Trophime’s possession of an evangelium as evidence of private reading – it is certainly evidence of private biblical piety – and it can also be seen as evidence of a kind of talismanic use of the biblical text as an amulet to ward away evil. The minute Cologne Mani Codex is perhaps the most famous example of the micro-codex, the kind of small religious book that was meant to be carried around on the person of its owner, and it is possible that this is what was meant by Trophime’s evangelium (Gamble 1995: 236–41).
But there is another possibility which must be considered here. A Christian example of a related type is Berlin MS gr. 9096, a spell for healing and protection copied in Greek on a slip of parchment 14 × 8 centimetres, presumably to be carried as an amulet in a pouch or envelope by its owner. It is worth quoting the text in full for its invocation of multiple biblical texts (Ps. 91:1; John 1:1–2, Matt. 1:1, Mark 1:1, Luke 1:1, Ps. 118:6–7, Ps. 18:2, Matt. 4:23), which include the first lines of the four canonical Gospels and a cluster of well-known Psalm texts, alongside Matthew 4:23, which refers to the beginning of Jesus’ career in healing and casting out demons:
† In the name of the father and the son and the holy spirit. One who dwells in the help of the most high <will> abide in the shelter of the lord of heaven.
† In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with <god>, and the Word was god. This was in the beginning with god.
† Book of the generation of Jesus Christ, son of David, son of Abraham.
† Beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, son of god.
† Since many have undertaken to compile a narrative.
† The lord is my helper, and I shall not fear. What will humankind do to me?
† The lord is my helper, and I shall look upon my enemies.
† The lord is my foundation, and my refuge, and my deliverer.
† The lord went about all Galilee, teaching in the synagogues and preaching the gospel of the kingdom and healing every disease and every infirmity.
† The body and the blood of Christ spare your servant who wears this amulet. (Meyer and Smith: 1999, 35)

In fact, Matthew 4:23 (‘The lord went about all Galilee . . .’) seems to have had a distinguished career as the basis for healing amulets. Another parchment amulet written in Greek, Oxyrhynchus 1077, consists entirely of a short biblical extract, Matthew 4:23–4, prefaced by the title ‘Curative gospel (evangelion) according to Matthew’. It is entirely possible that when Gregory of Tours refers to an evangelium which Trophime carried with her, his Greek source in fact intended an evangelion similar to the Berlin and Oxyrhynchus amulets.
From these and many other instances, one can see that while the Jesus of the Gospels was understood as the predecessor and patron of latter-day Christian healers and miracle-workers, the words of the biblical text themselves were cherished in a quasi-magical sense as words of power. Hagiographical texts from the post-Constantinian period also tell us something about how the Bible was imagined as influencing those who read it. At the same time, it is clear that the figures of the apostles and evangelists have taken on a narrative life of their own.
The fifth or sixth century hagiographical romance known as the Passion of Eugenia offers an episode in which an aristocratic pagan heiress obtains copies of the letters of Paul and the story of Thecla. While reading during a carriage journey, she decides to follow Thecla and renounce marriage, and persuades her two eunuch chaperones to join her in fleeing to the desert, where, Eugenia having cut her hair and disguised herself as a boy, the three will join a monastery. This episode clearly bears an echo of the scene in the second-century Acts of Paul and Thecla in which the virgin Thecla sits at an open window and listens to the Apostle Paul preaching in the house across the street, before choosing to cut her hair and follow him, disguised as a boy. But there may also be an echo here of Acts 8, in which the Apostle Philip meets an Ethiopian eunuch, the minister of Candace, queen of the Ethiopians, while the eunuch, who is travelling by chariot, sits reading the prophet Isaiah. When Philip approaches the chariot and asks, ‘Do you understand what you are reading?’, the eunuch invites him to climb into the chariot and instruct him. Eventually, he stops the vehicle near water, and invites Philip to baptize him before the two return to their respective journeys. Clearly, reading and travel were linked in the imagination as methods by which an individual could be prised from the network of relationships and obligations which governed his or her actions.
By contrast, in a fourth-century Greek homily addressed to the parents of virgins, biblical study is recommended as an activity through which the girls should ‘seek after Paul as Thecla did’, but in this case Thecla’s runaway journey with the apostle through the cities of Asia Minor as he preached is re-imagined in comparatively parent-friendly terms, as careful domestic reading of Paul’s letters. This reflects, of course, a milieu in which fourth-century aristocratic ladies, many of them practitioners of household asceticism, took up biblical exegesis as the theme for discussion in their literary salons. The most famous of these circles, that of Marcella on the Aventine in Rome, cooperated closely both as patronesses and as pupils with the eminent Christian literati of the day – in Marcella’s case with St Jerome himself, thus contributing indirectly to his work on the Vulgate, the first translation to be made into Latin directly from the original Hebrew and Aramaic rather than from the Septuagint. Another of Jerome’s spiritual protégées, the teenage Eustochium, was the recipient of his famous Letter 22 in the early 380s. In this meditation on the virtue of virginity, the young virgin is encouraged to imagine herself as the Bride of Christ through the nuptial poetry of the Song of Songs, casting herself as the Shulamite and Christ as the Beloved. To a modern sensibility, Jerome’s proposal of biblical imagery as the vehicle for an erotically charged mysticism may seem prurient, but in offering a framework for the reader’s imaginative participation within the biblical text, he showed himself acutely sensible to the devotional cravings of late Roman Christianity.
Other writers evidence an equal and opposite desire to dramatize the process by which familiar and beloved biblical narratives had come into being in the first place. Composed between the fifth and seventh centuries, the pseudonymous Greek Acts of John by Prochoros relate the miraculous process by which the evangelist himself received the inspiration to dictate his text to Prochoros, the faithful scribe who accompanied him. The dictation itself is triggered by an earth-shattering display of thunder and lightning; the narrator – Prochoros – describes how after he fainted in the face of this heavenly display, the Apostle commanded him ‘to write on the paper everything you hear from my mouth. And opening his mouth, John, standing and praying up toward heaven, said, “In the beginning was the Word” ’ (Acts of John by Prochoros, 155; Krueger 2004: 37–9). Though the reader is invited here to identify with the hapless Prochoros, most significant is the status of the Gospel itself as the miraculous instrument chosen by God to convey his Words of Power. Both writer and reader of the later text are able to capture a reflection of its glory.
Elizabeth A. Clark has argued that from the mid-fourth century, ascetic readers became expert at finding messages of sexual renunciation in the biblical text even where they had to be discovered allegorically. But this ascetic appropriation of the biblical text can be said to have back-fired if it contributed to a lay sense of exclusion from – or irrelevance of – the biblical message. We know from contemporary sermons that if the non-ascetic laity engaged in home-based biblical study, they did not do so to the satisfaction of their bishops.
Best known are the lamentations of John Chrysostom, the star-crossed bishop of Constantinople at the turn of the fifth century. When faced with the recalcitrance of his congregation in the matter of Bible study, Chrysostom challenged them: ‘Who among you, if required, could recite one Psalm or any other part of divine Scriptures? No one.’ For the dearth of private reading Chrysostom had heard many excuses: a lack of leisure, a lack of books, a lack of interest, even ‘I am not a monk’ (Gamble 1995: 233; citing Homilies in Matthew 2:9, De Lazaro 3, Homilies in Genesis 21, and Homilies in Matthew 2, respectively).
In the West, Alan Kreider has argued that at the same period bishops were increasingly concerned that the lore and ethics of Christian community were simply not reaching the Christian membership:
Augustine thought of the early days of the church, recorded in Acts 2, when people were ‘thoroughly and perfectly’ converted. Even in his day, he knew some people who sought to follow Christ, to pray for their enemies, and to distribute their goods to the needy. To their behaviour . . . the response of many baptised people was incredulous: ‘Why are you acting crazy? You’re going to extremes; aren’t other people Christians?’ (Kreider 2001: 34; citing Sermons 88:12–13 and 14. 4, respectively)
In Kreider’s view, it was a losing battle. In his de catechizandis rudibus, which would be influential as a manual for clergy throughout the early Middle Ages, Augustine of Hippo (d. 430) recommended that converts who wished to be admitted to catechetical instruction be treated to a 60-minute narratio summarizing sacred history from the creation to Judgement Day. By the Carolingian period, Kreider suggests, the pre-catechism narratio was all that was left of the catechism itself, and it is not clear that non-converts – i.e. children who grew up within Christian families – received even that. Scholars have long debated whether the end of antiquity brought a decline in biblical awareness among the laity. It is certainly the case that the ascetic interest in Scripture continued to gain momentum, and that a widening gap emerged between the married and their ascetic brethren in this respect.
In his famous account (Confessions 3. 5) of his own first attempt to read the Scriptures as a pretentious young rhetor, Augustine recorded his initial disappointment at their seeming lack of eloquence. At the same time, he suggested in retrospect, it was his own inexperienced eye that had failed to see to the hidden depths. As a youth, his relationship with Scripture had foundered in the gap between two educational systems, that of Roman rhetoric – his own educational background – and that of the Christian exegete. Only in middle age – and after years of ascetic and pastoral experience – could he begin to see the seeming simplicity of Scripture as one of its strengths. Two centuries later, Gregory the Great (d. 604) would reverse the equation, casting the simultaneous transparency and mystery of Scripture in a positive light. ‘Scripture’, he proclaimed in the preface to his Moralia on Job, addressed to Leander of Seville in 591, ‘is as it were a kind of river, if I may so liken it, which is both shallow and deep, wherein the lamb may find a footing and the elephant float’ (Gregory, Ad Leandrum 4, CCSL 140:6). It was Gregory who, in the Moralia and in other exegetical writings, attempted to offer a synthesis of exegetical strategies from earlier patristic writers, integrating allegorical reading into a method for proceeding systematically through three related senses of Scripture, the historical, typical, and moral.
For Gregory, the entire system of Scripture, both Old and New Testaments, was to be understood as a unity. Irenaeus’ emphasis on the ethical meaning of Scripture could and must be integrated with the reflections of learned exegesis. According to Gregory, the mystery of Scripture can, finally, only be understood in the light of the ‘eye of love’ that comes through the attempt to live by biblical ethics. ‘Throughout Scripture God speaks to us for this purpose alone, to lead us to the love of himself and of our neighbour.’ In this as in so many things, Gregory found a way to close a chapter of patristic endeavour on a note that would serve the medieval Church as a source both of wisdom and of often sorely needed encouragement.
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CHAPTER  3
The Middle Ages
Mary Dove
The anonymous writer of the Prologue to the Wycliffite Bible was an Englishman, proud of being one of the translators of the first Bible in English, completed around 1390. He addresses his Prologue to English readers, encouraging them not to be afraid ‘to studie in the text of holy writ’ (Forshall and Madden 1850, vol. 1: 2). Even so, when he comes to consider the problems for interpretation caused by the textual differences between the Hebrew Psalms and the Latin Psalter derived from the Greek of the Septuagint (more on this below), he calls himself and his readers ‘Latyns’: ‘Noo book in pe eld (old) testament is hardere to vndirstonding to vs Latyns [than the Psalms], for oure lettre (our Latin text) discordip myche fro pe Ebreu’ (ibid., vol. 1: 38). By ‘Latyns’ he means ‘Roman Catholics’, but he also means people whose ‘holy writ’ is the Latin Bible. His intellectual world is Latin, not English; the phrase ‘vs Latyns’ reminds his readers that the Latin Bible is not theirs, although the English Bible is about to be. The purpose of the Prologue to the Wycliffite Bible is to break down the longstanding barriers between Latin and English readers. For the man who wrote it, as we shall see, knowledge of the Bible is not a privilege but a right.
In early medieval Europe, only a small minority even of those literate in Latin had access to a copy of the entire Latin Bible, in spite of the fact that their culture was suffused with Christianity, and understood itself as being rooted in sacra scriptura, Holy Writ. Nearly half the surviving biblical manuscripts pre-800 are manuscripts of the Gospels alone. Pandects, manuscript-volumes containing all the books of the Old and New Testaments, were enormous and very rare. The oldest surviving one-volume Bible, the Codex Amiatinus, written in Northumbria around 700, has 1030 folios measuring 505 by 340 millimetres, and it weighs 34 kilos (De Hamel 2001: 33–4). The first production of Bibles on a large scale was in the early ninth century in Tours, instigated by Alcuin, Abbot of St Martin’s but originally from the Cathedral School at York. Each ‘Tours Bible’ took about six months to make. In a poem written to accompany a presentation copy, Alcuin marvels at the fact that a single book can encompass such manifold riches: ‘this manuscript contains here within one holy corpus all the great gifts of God at one and the same time’ (Ganz, in Gameson 1994: 56).
The owners of ‘Tours Bibles’ were Cathedral Churches, religious houses and great princes; purchasing a Bible was beyond the means of the individual scholar. It was not until the late twelfth century that developments in the technology of manuscript production in France enabled Bibles of a manageable size and affordable price to be produced. From 1230 onwards, multiple copies of Bibles written in a tiny hand on ultra-thin (‘uterine’) vellum were sold by the Paris stationers, and spread throughout Europe (De Hamel 2001: 129–33). ‘Tours Bibles’ and ‘Paris Bibles’ could be read as well in Iceland as in Sicily, but only by the clerical class, educated in the Latin language to manage the affairs of Church or state, or to become scholars and educate others.
The arch-conservative chronicler Thomas Knighton, writing in the Benedictine Abbey at Leicester in the last decade of the fourteenth century, voices a convenient clerical supposition, that the biblical text was a divine gift to the litterati. Writing in Latin, Knighton says that ‘Christ gave the Gospel to the clergy and doctors of the Church, so that they might administer it to laypeople’. He is only too aware, however, that the long-standing clerical prerogative is under threat:
Master John Wyclif has translated the Gospel from Latin into the English language, which is very far from being the language of angels. As a result, because of him the content of Scripture has become more common and more open to laymen and women who can read than it customarily is to quite learned clerks of good intelligence, and thus the pearl of the gospel is scattered abroad and trodden underfoot by swine (Matt. 7:6). (Martin 1995: 242–5)
Knighton alludes ironically here to a story preserved in Bede’s Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum (Ecclesiastical History of the English People, 731 AD). Pope Gregory the Great (590–604) enquires about the origin of some good-looking lads with lovely fair hair he sees in the slave market in Rome. On being told they are Angli (English), Gregory replies ‘bene (very appropriate), for they look angelic, fit to be heirs of the angels in heaven’ (Colgrave and Mynors 1969: 134–5). The young men who were the object of Gregory’s curiosity could not have understood his pun, but Knighton (who was, like Gregory and Bede, a monk educated in Latin) appreciated it and manipulated it to his own rhetorical advantage eight centuries later – Gregory may have thought that the English look angelic, but their language is ‘very far from being the language of angels’. The English language, in Knighton’s view, is undoubtedly inferior to Latin. From the conversion of England to the end of the Middle Ages (and beyond), there was in effect a two-tier culture; the Latin-literate and the others. The book that was invoked as the source and justification of all authority, and informed every aspect of medieval culture, was a closed book to most men and almost all women.
The story of Gregory and the slaves does not end with the pun on Angle and angel. Gregory interprets the fact that the slaves are from Deiri (more or less coterminous with Yorkshire) as a sign that they are to be saved de ira dei, from the wrath of God (cf. Ps. 84:4–6, Vulgate Bible = Ps. 85:4–6, King James Bible). Since the name of their ruler is Aelle, Gregory anticipates that they are destined to sing celestial alleluias. It was this encounter, says Bede, that incited Gregory to commission Augustine (later known as Augustine of Canterbury) to bring the English into the Roman Christian Church. The story is the climax of Bede’s encomium of Gregory as ecclesiast and as Christian writer par excellence. Bede incorporated into his Historia ecclesiastica Gregory’s Little Book of Answers to Augustine’s questions about Church governance and ritual purity (Libellus responsionum, 601 AD), and he recommended Gregory’s Regula pastoralis (Pastoral Care), written just after Gregory was elected Pope in 590, to Egbert of York, founder of the Cathedral School where Alcuin was to study. Alcuin also held Regula pastoralis in high esteem, and it was cited approvingly by the canonist (ecclesiastical lawyer) Gratian in his Decretum (Decretals, c.1140).
This extremely influential work teaches that the wisdom of the ruler and the worldly well-being of the ruled go hand in hand, as God made clear to Solomon, who asked for wisdom and had worldly goods bestowed on him as well (2 Chr. 1:7–12). Regula pastoralis was translated into English by King Alfred, for the profit of secular as well as ecclesiastical officials (Meens, in Gameson 1999: 181). In the Preface to his translation, Alfred puts the following words into the mouths of uneducated ninth-century churchmen: ‘Ure yldran . . . lufedon wisdom & đurh đone hie begeaton welan & us læfdon (our forefathers loved wisdom, and through it they obtained wealth and well-being, and bequeathed them to us)’ (Schreiber 2002: 193). Regula pastoralis has an uncompromising message for illiterate or barely literate churchmen like these, who have received welan but will be unable to pass it on to their descendants. The words of Isaiah, which are the words of ‘the voice of truth’ (that is, God), condemns ‘these shepherds (pastores) [who] have not known wisdom’ (Isa. 56:11), blaming them for their ignorance (Judic et al. 1992, vol. 1: 130). Their unfortunate underlings are to be pitied. Gregory’s concept of good order is uncompromisingly hierarchical; appropriately enough, he was responsible for making known to the Western Church Pseudo-Dionysius’ nine orders of the celestial hierarchy (Markus 1997: 12–13).
Bede values Gregory for bringing the English into the Roman Church and for promoting cultural unity within Europe. The gigantic Codex Amiatinus, produced in Bede’s Northumbria as a gift for the Pope, deliberately mimicked Italian biblical manuscripts in text and format rather than following the insular (Anglo-Saxon/Irish) models developed within the Celtic Church. The puns that make up the story of Gregory and the slaves voice Gregory’s resistance to cultural difference: the boys are unnaturally fair, but therefore potential saints; they are from remote Deiri, but therefore always already recipients of God’s favour. In a letter that suggests there may some historical truth behind the story (595 AD), Gregory asks one Candidus to use surplus ecclesiastical revenues in Gaul to pay for English slaves ‘aged seventeen or eighteen’ to be brought to Rome to be educated in monasteries – to be turned into Christians and educated in Latin (Norberg 1982: 378–9).
The nature of their education is suggested in Gregory’s last work, a commentary on the first book of Kings: ‘the liberal arts [non-Christian works by Greek and Roman authors] are to be studied only to the extent that knowledge of them enables divine eloquence [the Bible] to be better understood . . . God has provided this worldly knowledge (saecularem scientiam) as a step that ought to be able to raise us up to the lofty height of divine Scripture’ (Verbraken 1963: 471–2). As R. A. Markus well says, ‘the boundaries of Gregory’s intellectual and imaginative worlds were’, as Augustine of Hippo’s had not been, ‘the horizons of the Scriptures’ (1997: 41). Gregory would doubtless wish to reply that those horizons are in no way limiting, since ‘divine eloquence’ and ‘the voice of truth’ (the title Biblia, Bible is found only from the twelfth century onwards) say everything that is worth hearing. Interpreting what is said, however, Gregory regards as the most demanding of disciplines.
Since recreation is necessary after earnest study of sacred Scripture, a monastic version of trivial pursuit was devised, the Monks’ Jestbook (Joca monachorum), in circulation from at least the sixth century AD to the end of the Middle Ages. Gregory, Bede and Knighton may all have played it. ‘Who was born once and died twice?’ ‘Lazarus.’ ‘Who gave away something he or she had never received?’ ‘Eve. Milk’ (Dubois, in Riché and Lobrichon 1984: 268–9). Even the act of eating was not an extra-biblical event, since the educated monk was aware that Gregory (and many medieval writers following him) claim that ‘scriptura sacra nobis est cibus’, it is Holy Scripture that is our real food (Smith, in Gameson 1994: 227). The analogy permeates the fourteenth-century poem Piers Plowman.
The Book of Books is Scripture set apart, ‘on a high hill’ in Gregory’s imagination. In the cultural imagination of the medieval West, the Bible was required to be monolithic, and yet no educated person could fail to be aware that this metaphor was illusory. In the English of the Wycliffite Bible, ‘ þe Lord schal telle (speak out) in þe scripturis of puplis’ (Dominus narrabit in scriptura populorum, Ps. 86:6, Forshall and Madden 1850, vol. 3: 826) looks like a statement that the word of God is to be found in written texts in all languages. But the writer of the Prologue to the Wycliffite Bible tells his English readers that ‘Jerom seiþ: hooly writ is þe scripture of puplis’, written ‘by autorite and confermynge of þe Hooly Goost’ (ibid., vol. 1: 56). What exactly, however, was the text the Holy Spirit authorized and established, given that every word of the Latin Bible was translated from Hebrew, Greek or Aramaic?
At least three different translations of the Psalter were in circulation in the Middle Ages: a revision by Jerome of an Old Latin (that is, pre-Jerome) translation from the Greek; Jerome’s second and more critical revision of the Old Latin, which came to be known as the ‘Gallican Psalter’ and was championed by Alcuin, and Jerome’s third translation, from the Hebrew (White 1902: 874–5). It is the Gallican Psalter that reads ‘þe Lord schal telle in þe scripturis of puplis’; the Hebrew Psalter’s reading is ‘the Lord records as he registers the peoples’ (Ps. 87:6, RSV). Some medieval Bibles include parallel Hebrew and Gallican Psalters: the Wycliffite Bible does not, but the writer of the Prologue claims that he has recorded ‘what þe Ebru haþ’ in the margin, because the Psalms ‘of alle oure bokis discordiþ most fro Ebreu’ (Forshall and Madden 1850, vol. 1: 58).
The Latin Bible had entered the Middle Ages in a state of considerable textual complexity, a conglomerate of Old Latin translations, Jerome’s revisions of Old Latin translations, and Jerome’s translations from the Hebrew (White 1902: 873–7). Awareness of the wide variety of texts and readings preserved in biblical manuscripts and biblical commentaries resulted in several attempts at establishing a correct and consistent text. Alcuin, commissioned to do so by Charlemagne in 797, sent from Tours to York for manuscripts representing the Italo-Northumbrian branch of the biblical textual tradition, then and now regarded very highly, but he did not have the time for intensive textual-critical work. His contemporary, Theodulf of Orleans, and the Cistercian Stephen Harding in the middle of the twelfth century, were much more successful (ibid., 878–9).
In spite of this, the Franciscan polymath Roger Bacon lamented in the late 1260s that the text of ‘Paris Bibles’ was very poor, because of lack of knowledge of Greek and Hebrew (Brewer 1859: 92–7). Bacon is right in saying that late-medieval Latin Bibles characteristically include errors, inferior readings, and interpolations (Light, in Gameson 1994: 157). Ignorance of the original languages of Scripture was, however, beginning to be remedied. Bacon greatly admired Robert Grosseteste (Bishop of Lincoln from 1235), who learned Greek late in life, and promoted the study of Hebrew (Smalley 1982: 343). The most significant work of biblical textual scholarship in the later Middle Ages was the Franciscan Nicholas of Lyra’s literal and moral commentary on the whole Bible, 1322–31, informed throughout by his familiarity with the writings of Rashi (Solomon ben Isaac of Troyes, 1045–1105) and other medieval Jewish scholars of Scripture (Krey and Smith 2000: 1–12). Lyra’s commentary strongly reinforced Bacon’s argument that biblical scholars needed to return, in the Old Testament, to the hebraica veritas, the original Hebrew.
Because he has read Lyra, the writer of the Prologue to the Wycliffite Bible knows that the Old Testament in the late-medieval Latin Bible diverges from the ‘propre origynals’ in most books, not just in Psalms (Forshall and Madden 1850, vol. 1: 58). The late-medieval cultural imagination pushes the text the Holy Spirit established so far back in time that the greatest feats of linguistic scholarship are unlikely ever to recover it completely. In his De Veritate sacrae scripturae (On the Truth of Holy Scripture, 1377–8), John Wyclif reacts to this by questioning whether in fact the text of Holy Writ deserves to be called holy at all. He recalls that, while a boy at grammar school, he was ‘painfully entangled in understanding and defending Scripture according to the strictly literal, grammatical sense’. God, Wyclif says, later made it clear to him that what is written in a Bible is in no way holy in itself; it is ‘no more than the trace of a tortoise-shell on a stone’, unless it can be said to be holy ‘on account of the way in which it takes the faithful by the hand and leads them into knowledge of heavenly Scripture’ (Buddensieg 1905: 1, 114–15). The mature Wyclif’s view was that Scripture should be interpreted ‘entirely according to the sense intended by its author (pure ad sensum autoris)’; not its human author, but God (Forshall and Madden 1850, vol. 1: 183; Ghosh 2001: 42–5).
In his introduction to Psalms, as we have seen, the writer of the Prologue to the Wycliffite Bible points out that the study of this book involves exceptional textual difficulties, with the result that many biblical scholars have renounced literal in favour of spiritual interpretation (Forshall and Madden 1850, vol. 1: 38). He regards this as a dangerous move, liable to result in ‘moral fantasie’, moral interpretation with no basis in truth, as he says in his prologue to the prophetical books (ibid., vol. 3: 226). ‘Wel were him,’ he exclaims, ‘þat koude wel vndirstonde þe Sautir and kepe it in his lyuyng (live according to what it says) and seie it deuoutly and conuicte (persuade) Jewis þerbi’ – persuade Jews, that is, to understand that the literal meaning of the Psalms points to Christ, as Lyra had made clear (ibid., vol. 1: 38–9). Reading literally is something fervently to be desired but extremely hard to accomplish in practice. In his awareness of the difficulty for everybody of reading literally and living in accordance with what is read, differences in estate and education are not an issue. It is no easier for him to read Psalms well than it is for a ‘simple man of wit’, a person who knows no Latin at all.
If the Bible, in medieval imagination, is a monolithic book the uncorrupted text of which is ultimately irrecoverable, it is also a monolithic book with a labile content, not all of it equally authoritative. Although Jerome specified which books of the Old Testament were canonical and could be used to determine Christian doctrine, no medieval Old Testament contains these books alone: throughout the Middle Ages, the Greek and Aramaic writings of the Christian Old Testament retained their biblical if not their canonical authority. Two of these books, however, 3 Ezra and Baruch, had a less assuredly biblical status than the rest. The writer of the Prologue to the Wycliffite Bible rightly says that Jerome ‘biddeþ þat no man delite in þe dremis’ of the Ezra-apocrypha (Forshall and Madden 1850, vol. 1: 2); nevertheless, medieval Bibles often include 3 Ezra (1 Esdras). The early, highly literal version of the Wycliffite Bible does, but not the later, revised version. In ‘Paris Bibles’ and in the Wycliffite Bible, Baruch follows Lamentations, but until 1200 Baruch was usually omitted, and, where present, it precedes Lamentations (Light, in Gameson 1994: 155). The prologue to Baruch in the Latin Bible, translated in the Wycliffite Bible, notes that Baruch is worthy of its place in the Christian Scriptures because it reveals ‘many þingis of Crist and of þe laste tymes’, the end of the world (Forshall and Madden 1850, vol. 3: 484).
In the New Testament, the Epistle to the Laodiceans may or may not be included: Alcuin rejected it, but Tours Bibles made in the time of his successor Fridugisus include it (Ganz, in Gameson 1994: 57). The New Testament always begins with the Gospels (usually with Matthew first and John last), but the other elements (the Pauline and Canonical Epistles, the Acts of the Apostles and Revelation) occur in a range of different orders. In the Old Testament, before 1200 the books may appear in the order derived by Jerome from the Hebrew Scriptures, with the apocryphal books added (Theoulfian Bibles have this order), or in the order broadly derived from the Septuagint (Augustine’s order in De doctrina christiana), with the apocryphal books integrated into the canon. The ‘Paris Bible’ and the Wycliffite Bible have the books in the Augustinian order (De Hamel 2001: 22–4, 120–2).
Again, Wyclif responds to felt instability by questioning the significance of the underlying concept, this time the concept of higher and lower degrees of authority within the Bible. We should not think of the ‘book of life’ (Rev. 20:12) as being limited to the biblical canon, he says: ‘it appears probable that many apocryphal books are Holy Scripture, since they are inscribed in the book of life’. As an arch-Realist, he understands the Book of Life to mean the Platonic Idea of the Christian Scriptures. He has in mind the New Testament apocrypha as well as the Old Testament apocrypha, for he specifies the Gospel of Nicodemus as well as Wisdom, Ecclesiasticus, Judith, Tobit and the Maccabees (Buddensieg 1905, vol. 1: 242).
Wyclif’s idea of the Bible may be immutable, but any medieval image of the phenomenal Bible as uniform and indivisible must always be in tension with awareness of the Bible’s unstable text and variable content. Moreover, it must also be in tension with awareness of the manifold ways in which the biblical text may be interpreted. An immense visual symbol of the proliferation, almost profligacy, of interpretation is the gloss (series of interpretive comments) on all the books of the Bible, compiled in northern France c.1100–30, the work that came to be known as the ‘Standard Gloss’, Glossa ordinaria. The text of the Bible together with all the interlinear and marginal glosses of the Glossa ordinaria could not be contained in a single manuscript, though the second volume of a massive two-volume set survives in Oxford (Bodl. Laud lat. MS 9).
One of the most heavily-glossed books of all is the Song of Songs, the gloss on which is compiled by Anselm, master of the Cathedral School at Laon, and his brother Ralph (Dove 1997: 34–6). Anselm and Ralph derive their material from many earlier commentators, but principally Bede, whose commentary is strongly influenced by Gregory, and includes as its final book a compendium of Gregory’s glosses on the Song of Songs (Gregory had not written a commentary on this book, but referred to it frequently). Predictably, Gregory’s glosses contribute to the Glossed Song of Songs the moral realism of a man at the centre of the institutional Church, witness his comment on ‘like a lily among thorns’ (2:2): ‘in the Church there cannot be bad people without good people or good people without bad people; there has been no good man who has not been able to tolerate wicked men’. Other glosses have the ‘thorns’ as tribulation (Alcuin), heresies (Fulgentius Ruspensis) or the devil (Anselm), but for Gregory they are fellow Churchmen who enable him to practise pastoral forbearance (Dove 1997: 140–2).
Moral realism is not, however, Gregory’s only mode of interpretation: there is erotic fervour, too. The saints ‘glow more and more ardently the longer they yearn for the absent object of their desire’ (ibid., 124). The bride is also, as she is for Origen, the soul, who turns towards her creator when she remembers that she is made in his image, and ‘a certain initial sweetness from the eternal life of blessedness’ encourages her to advance towards contemplation of God (ibid., 168–70). David Aers argues that the subject of the Song of Songs is ‘carnal and very literal love’, and that medieval Churchmen attempted to ‘control the interaction between the readers’ imagination and the text’s diverse potentials’ (Aers 1986: 63–4). Gregory, Bede and Lyra took it for granted that carnal love did not merit adult intellectual attention, and could not conceivably be the subject-matter of a book belonging to the biblical canon, but their culture did not equate the carnal with the erotic, as our culture is prone to do.
The Glossed Song of Songs invites its readers to take control of their own interaction with the text. When, for example, readers arrive at the verse ‘a little bundle of myrrh is my beloved to me, he will remain between my breasts’ (1:12), they may first read the marginal gloss written closest to this verse, ‘the death of my beloved, which he underwent for my salvation, will always remain in my memory’. Then they may, or may not, return to the biblical verse before encountering marginal glosses that draw attention to the erotic potential of female breasts: ‘in a nuptial song it was fitting to speak of mammas, breasts rather than pectus, chest’, and ‘it is not the breasts of chaste women but the breasts of harlots that are damaged, wrinkled with slack skin’, inviting consideration of the smooth, seductive perfection of chaste women’s breasts (Dove 1997: 142–6). To demand of the medieval reader, ‘Are you reading these glosses literally or allegorically?’ would be to attempt to control interpretation. If the Church had really wanted to exercise this kind of control (and I find no evidence for this), it should have suppressed the Glossed Song of Songs, and the Glossa ordinaria of which it is a part.
Medieval and Early Modern ‘secular’ love-literature is infused with the language of the Song of Songs. This is not because the language of the Song of Songs is carnal, and biblical scholars did not realize it, although this is just what the narrator thinks in Chaucer’s Merchant’s Tale (c.1390–5). Lecherous old January’s invitation to his young wife May to join him for sex in their garden is made up of phrases from the Song of Songs:
Rys up, my wyf, my loue, my lady free!
The turtles voys is herd, my dowve sweete;
The wynter is goon with alle his reynes weete.
Com forth now, with thyne eyen columbyn!     (doves’ eyes)
How fairer been thy brestes than is wyn!
The gardyn is enclosed al aboute
                                       (Canterbury Tales, IV: 2138–43; S. of S. 2:10–13; 4:1, 10, 12)
After these ravishing lines, the Merchant scornfully comments ‘swiche olde lewed (lascivious) wordes used he’ (Canterbury Tales IV, 2149). This put-down can be understood as the Merchant repaying in kind the habitual condescension of the cleric to the layman – but he is wrong about the Song of Songs. Secular love-literature is infused with the language of this book because in medieval imagination and culture the Song of Songs speaks at one and the same time of every dimension of human love. Only after the Enlightenment did writers begin to think it unseemly to employ erotic language to express love of God.
The writer of the Prologue to the Wycliffite Bible has little time for images of sweetness and desire. This is not because he finds them unseemly, but because he reads the Bible as a book of laws which the Church in England is intent, in his view, on breaking. Like Gregory in the Regula pastoralis, he draws moral lessons for the present age from the books of the Old Testament. At the end of his synopsis of the second book of Chronicles, the reader is startled by the cry ‘but alas, alas, alas!’ (Forshall and Madden 1850, vol. 1: 29), heralding a lengthy coda arguing that Christian lords in England, ‘cristene lordis in name’, that is, but with heathen characteristics (ibid., vol. 1: 30), do the opposite of the exemplary deeds of the good kings Jehoshaphat, Hezekiah and Josiah, preferring to take their (im)moral lesson from the wicked king Manasseh (2 Chr. 33:2–9) (ibid., vol. 1: 27). Rather than following Jehoshaphat’s example and ensuring that God’s law is taught ‘opinly’ to the people (2 Chr. 17:7–9), they are complicit in the offering of worthless pardons; rather than following Hezekiah’s example and purifying god’s house (2 Chr. 30:13–20), they ‘bringin in symonient (simoniac) clerkis . . . to stoppe goddis lawe (the Bible)’, and employ priests in worldly, temporal offices; rather than following Josiah’s example and casting out idols from the temple (2 Chr. 34:3–5), they ‘preisen and magnifien’ not the Lord but the letters of friars, ‘ful of disceit and leesingis (lies)’. They cruelly persecute those ‘þat wolden teche treuly and freely þe lawe of god’, and maintain those who preach ‘fablis’ and ‘synful mennis tradiciouns, eiþer statutis that is canon law’ while inhibiting Scripture from being preached, known and observed (Forshall and Madden 1850, vol. 1: 30).
Gregory’s Regula pastoralis is quoted on the danger done by hypocrital and openly sinful prelates: ‘noo man harmeþ more in þe chirche þan he þat doþ weiwardly and holdiþ þe name (reputation) of ordre eiþer of holynesse’ (ibid., vol. 1: 32); prelates deserve to die as many deaths as they offer examples of evil-living to their underlings (ibid., vol. 1: 33). Having rejected the canon-law statutes invented by sinful men, the writer nevertheless cites eight capitula from the ‘Rosarie’, the Rosarium super decreto of the canon lawyer Guido de Baysio of Bologna (c.1300), including the whole of his demonstration that dumb prelates are idols (ibid., vol. 1: 31). The writer gestures towards the reader ignorant of canon law, explaining that Guido de Baysio is ‘oon of þe famouseste doctouris of þe þopis lawe’, but in this passionate indictment of the contemporary Church and state he is primarily writing as a scholar to fellow-scholars, leaving English readers to cling onto his coat-tails as best they can.
Like Manasseh, the passage continues, kings and lords are idolaters, worshipping as an idol whichever mortal sin they choose, and thereby serving the devil. They are also idolaters in that they ‘setten idolis in goddis hous, whanne þei maken vnworþi prelatis eiþer curatis in þe chirche . . . as god seiþ in (Zech. 11:17) to an vnable prelat: A (O) þou schepherde and idole, forsakinge þe floc’ (Forshall and Madden 1850, vol. 1: 31). A marginal gloss in some Wycliffite Bible manuscripts identifies the shepherd as ‘Antecrist’, following Lyra’s gloss on this verse, but here the writer is following Gregory in applying what the prophets say about shepherds to Christian pastors. Lords and prelates swear by the limbs of god and Christ and by the saints whom they make into idols, slander good men ‘and clepen (call) hem lollardis, eretikis and riseris of debate and of tresoun aзens þe king’, over-tax, extort, and shed blood both in war and by refusing alms to the poor (ibid., vol. 1: 30). Manasseh in the end repented, according to 2 Chr. 33:12–16 (although he does not repent in the account of his reign in 2 Kgs. 1–18). The writer prays that God may stir lords and prelates to follow Manasseh in repenting, as they follow him in ‘þese opyn synnes . . . lest oure reume (realm) be conquerid of (by) aliens eiþer heþen men’ (ibid., vol. 1: 34).
According to John Foxe, this passage was the source of eight of the thirteen articles brought against one owner of a copy of the Prologue, the Lollard Richard Hunne, in 1514 (Cattley and Pratt 1853–70, vol. 4: 186). Even in the context of the Reformation, an apology was felt to be appropriate for its vehemence. In the Preface to his 1540 edition of the Prologue to the Wycliffite Bible, The dore of holy Scripture, John Gough says ‘moste gentyl christen Reader . . . I humbly requyre you in case ye fynde ony thyng in this boke that shall offend you . . . I praye you blame not me though I haue folowed myne orygynall and olde copy in worde and sentence’ (fol. Avi, r). Certainly the writer does not mince his words, but he is following Gregory in basing a pastoral discourse on Old Testament exempla, and in associating the well-being of the realm with good governance. A shockingly corrupt English Church, in his view, is likely to be the cause of foreign or even non-Christian invasion.
Happily, we no longer feel the need to be partisan about the reformist programme of the Lollards, any more than we feel the need to be partisan about Gregory’s reformism. We can see the inconsistencies, unfairnesses and excesses of this passage of the Prologue to the Wycliffite Bible without being unsympathetic to its demand for social justice and its advocacy of Scripture in English. What is worrying, however, for anyone who wishes Christian culture to value the works of the creative imagination is that, like Gregory, the writer of the Prologue has a low opinion of ‘fablis’, fictional tales, lumping them together with canon law as traditions deriving from men and not from God. Later in the Prologue, he castigates the University of Oxford for attempting to introduce a statute inhibiting students from beginning the study of Divinity until they have become regents in Arts, a nine or ten-year process, with the result that men who go to Oxford with little previous education, and who can afford only a short time there, will never proceed from Arts to Divinity, and therefore ‘knowe not goddis lawe to preche it generaly aзens synnes in þe reume’ (Forshall and Madden 1850, vol. 1: 51–2).
Like Gregory, the writer of the Prologue to the Wycliffite Bible sees saecularis scientia as having a purely instrumental role. His Prologue introduces his readers to the complete law of God in English, in order that they may keep it as their pastores do not. In the previous century, Grosseteste had said that a poorly educated priest would do well, if he knew Latin at all, to ‘say over to himself during the week the naked [word-for-word and uninterpreted] text of the Sunday Gospel’, translated into English, so that his parishioners would at least hear the whole literal narrative of the Gospel for the day in a language they understood. The reformist bishop clearly believes that the minimum the laity have a right to be provided with (but often are not) is the opportunity of hearing an unglossed literal translation of some key New Testament passages. It is often said that the laity learned their Bible from iconographic representations in wall-paintings, stained-glass windows and the like, but the ‘Bible’ so learned was at best a sequence of de-contextualized narrative moments. Grosseteste is arguing for unmediated access to the biblical text.
John Trevisa takes Grosseteste’s recommendation a logical step further in his ‘Dialogue Between a Lord and a Clerk’ (1387), written when the Wycliffite Bible, which he may have played some part in producing, was close to completion. If a translation of a biblical passage is to be made for purposes of preaching, Trevisa says, then it may as well be written down so that it will not be forgotten. If preaching in English is ‘good and neodful (necessary)’, then translation is also ‘good and neodfol’ (Waldron 1998: 292–3). Trevisa traces the long history of translation, from the Septuagint (the translation of the Jewish Scriptures into Greek) to translations into medieval vernaculars, and asks why the English should be deprived of a translation. Similarly, the writer of the Prologue to the Wycliffite Bible exclaims ‘Lord God, siþen at þe bigynnyng of feiþ so manie men translatiden into Latyn, and to greet profyt of Latyn men, lat oo (one) symple creature of God translate into English, for profyt of English men’ (Forshall and Madden 1850, vol. 1: 59), After all, Bede translated the Bible into ‘Saxon’, the English vernacular of his time, and King Alfred translated ‘þe bigynning of þe Sauter’ (this only partially accurate information derives from Ranulf Higden’s Polychronicon).
One of the crucial questions in the debate about biblical translation in the last quarter of the fourteenth century was how much of the Bible it was necessary to translate. To us, who take for granted the Bible as book, it seems natural that a decision to translate Holy Writ into English should have meant a decision to translate all the books of the Bible. In Wyclif’s Oxford, however, it seemed natural that some books of the Bible should be translated into English and not others, for there had been a long history of highly selective translation (Shepherd, in Lampe 1969: 362–87). The Dominican Thomas Palmer argues that ‘Bede did not translate Scripture beyond such things as are necessary for salvation’ (c.1400) (Deanesly 1920: 435). To the argument that ‘the whole law of living well [the Old and New Testaments]’ needs to be available in the common tongue, Palmer replies ‘not every truth is to be written in English, since many are lacking in utility’ (ibid., 421).
Like Knighton, who found the English language far from angelic, Palmer feared that biblical translation would make Scripture ‘open’ and ‘common’, smudging the traditional boundaries between clergy and laity. Again, like Knighton, he recognized that in England at the end of the fourteenth century even ‘quite learned clerks of good intelligence’ have less access to the Gospel in Latin than literate laypeople have to the Gospel translated into English. Anxious to keep the boundaries clearly marked, Palmer argues for a better-educated clergy. Every nation needs clergy who are sufficiently learned in the language in which Scripture is preserved to be able ‘to interpret Scripture to the people by way of other-than-literal explication (per circumlocutionem)’ (Deanesly 1920: 435); that is, avoiding the simple literal sense Grosseteste had advocated, and adding various kinds of allegorical interpretation (in particular, moral interpretation).
This is necessary, in Palmer’s view, because access to the ‘naked text’ provoked heresies in the early Church, and a fortiori could lead ‘simple people’ into error (ibid., 422). For fear of heresy, laypeople should not be allowed to read Scripture ad libitum even in Latin, according to the Franciscan William Butler in 1401 (ibid., 401). Another of Butler’s fears is that the dissemination of translations of Scripture might result in libri mendosi, corrupt texts. To the inevitable argument that not all Latin Bibles are free from misreadings, either, he replies that the Church has ensured that Scripture is now taught and written in universities, so that errors can easily be corrected. He imagines the Bible being conserved within a clerical enclave to avoid contamination. As Khantik Ghosh argues, Butler’s model of the relation between clergy and laity is uncompromisingly hierarchical and supervisory (2001: 93–100); in effect, Gregorian eight centuries after Gregory.
Butler’s and Palmer’s tracts on biblical translation both exemplify a traditional model of pedagogy, according to which there is a symbolic boundary between simple people, who understand Scripture on the literal, grammatical level, and ‘those assumed to be endowed with reason and hermeneutical perspicacity (men, clergy, litterati)’, for whom the ‘higher’, spiritual senses of Scripture are reserved (Copeland, in Scase et al. 1997: 138). How, given this model, could a translation of the Bible into English, without circumlocution, fail to lead the ‘simple people’ Palmer calls idiote circa scriptura, illiterate idiots as far as Scripture is concerned, astray? (Deanesly 1920: 425).
A tract advocating biblical translation (c.1400–10) argues that ‘lewed curatis’, men who have care of souls but little or no education in Latin, need Scripture in English to enable them to teach the people, for ‘now it is fulfillid þat þe prophete seid, the little ones looked for bread and there was no one to break it for them (Lam. 4:4)’ (Hunt 1994, vol. 2: 258–9). There are those who argue, says the tract (Butler and Palmer among them, as we know), that ‘lewid peple’ (laypeople) should not read the Bible because it ‘haþ so manye vnderstondynges literal and spiritual þat þe lewid pepel may not vnderstonde it’ (ibid., vol. 2: 262–3). The writer replies that ‘ þe most part’ of priests ‘vnderstonden not holy write ne (nor) þe gospel neiþer literalliche ne spiritualiche’, in English or in Latin. Learned laypeople may understand both Latin and English better than unlearned priests do. When ‘a man of lawe’ quoted the law of God in the Gospel of Luke, Christ replied ‘you have answered rightly’ (ibid., vol. 1: 27–8); ‘he seide not as men don þese dayes “who made þe borel (ignorant) clerk so hardi to rede Goddis lawe?” but he preised him for his redynge’ (ibid., vol. 2: 268).
This echoes the scornful question put into the mouth of ‘worldli clerkis’, in other words clergy who persecute the Wycliffites, in the Prologue to the Wycliffite Bible: ‘what spiryt makip idiotis hardi to translate now pe bible into English?’ (Forshall and Madden 1850, vol. 1: 59). Certainly not, the worldly clerks imply, the Holy Spirit. The scholarly translators are accused of being ‘idiotis’ (illiterates) because they refuse to acknowledge that Scripture needs to be interpreted to the laity by way of circumlocutio rather than translated literally. The writer of the Prologue is happy with this appellation: he has, after all, contrasted the hundreds of false prophets who counselled King Ahab with the prophets Elijah and Micaiah who were in sole possession of the truth (2 Kgs. 18:22), and likened the translators’ predicament to theirs:
so now a fewe pore men and idiotis, in comparisoun of clerkis of scole, mown (may) haue pe treupe of holy Scripture aзens many pousinde prelatis and religiouse (members of the religious orders) pat ben зouen to worldly pride and coueitise (greed), symonie, ypocrisie and oper fleschly synnes. (Forshall and Madden 1850: vol. 1: 30)
He chooses to make capital out of the role of outsider, taking up what Fiona Somerset has identified as the ‘extraclergial’ position characteristic of Lollard writers, who are, nevertheless, ‘if anything more ostentatiously learned than the typical clerical writer’ (Somerset 1998: 13).
‘What spiryt makiþ idiotis hardi to translate now þe bible into English’, the worldly clerics ask, ‘siþen (since) þe foure greete doctouris [Ambrose, Augustine, Jerome and Gregory] dursten (dared) neuere do þis?’ As the writer of the Prologue says, this is a ‘lewid’ (idiotic) question, no doubt introduced to enable him to remind his readers that the doctors ‘ceessiden neuere til þei hadden holy writ in here modir tunge of here owne puple’, Latin. He points out that the Church has approved even translations by ‘open eretikis’ (Jews cunningly mistranslating their own Scriptures to obscure their christological content) (Forshall and Madden 1850, vol. 1: 58). Therefore, ‘myche more lat þe chirche of Engelond appreue þe trewe and hool translacioun of symple men þat wolden (would wish) for no good in erþe, bi here witing (knowledge) and power, putte awei þe leste truþe, зea þe leste lettre eiþer title (jot or tittle) of holy writ’ (Matt. 5:18).
In spite of this moving plea, the advocates of biblical translation lost the legal battle to be allowed open access to the law of God in their mother tongue in 1409, when Archbishop Thomas Arundel’s Constitutions prohibited the reading of the Bible in English ‘by way of a book, pamphlet or tract . . . composed in the time of John Wyclif, or since then, or that may in future be composed, in part or in whole, publicly or privately’ (Watson 1995: 822–64). The association of the English Bible with Wyclif, whom Arundel regarded as a notorious heretic, made it impossible for those in favour of translation to persuade the ecclesiastical authorities to approve it, in spite of the fact that the opponents of translation had not offered any specific criticisms of the text of the Wycliffite Bible, and in spite of the fact that the arguments put forward for Scripture in the vernacular were extremely strong.
Yet a very large number of manuscripts of the Wycliffite Bible, or portions of it, were in circulation in the fifteenth century (more than 250 survive today), and translation of the Bible into the vernacular, as James Simpson argues, ‘enacts a massive transference of authority to the language itself, away from the learned languages previously reserved for arcane discourse’ (2002: 466–7). Arundel’s legislation could not prevent this transference of authority. For the first time, the biblical canon in its entirety was accessible to the non-Latinate English reader, but also, a fact less often recognized, the English reader literate in Latin could read the whole bible in his or her native tongue, in a translation that commanded confidence and respect as a literal and meaningful rendering of a carefully edited original. For such a reader (and Chaucer may well have been one) reading in translation would defamiliarize the well-known Latin, and sharpen awareness that the Latin was a translation, too.
The cautious Chaucer, seeing which way the wind was blowing from the early 1380s onwards, shies away from serious engagement with the Bible or ecclesiastical issues in his English poetry, although he is as ready as anyone else to satirize the friars. This is one of the great disappointments of English literary history. Langland’s imagination, by contrast, is a biblical imagination. The greatest English poem of the Middle Ages, Piers Plowman (c.1367–c.1385), is an extremely idiosyncratic kind of commentary on the Bible, by a poet who has as little time for fiction as has Gregory or the writer of the Prologue to the Wycliffite Bible. Nevertheless, Langland’s creative imagination interacts with the Bible to produce a new kind of cultural document, resisting classification as ‘religious’ or ‘secular’ and refusing to make any distinction between English readers and readers who know Latin. When the priest who tells Piers that his ‘pardon’ is no pardon at all condescends to the plowman with the words ‘þou art lettred a litel’, and suggests that an appropriate text for a sermon by the plowman would be dixit insipiens (the fool has spoken, Ps. 13:1), Piers tells the priest he is an ignorant good-for-nothing. If he spent more time studying the Bible he would know that Proverbs 22:10 says ‘cast out the scoffers’ (B. 7, 132–8).
Like Bede’s Ecclesiastical History, Piers Plowman contains a story about Gregory, this time the story of a miracle attributed to him. The Emperor Trajan bursts into the poem to tell how, being a pagan, he suffered in Hell until Gregory wept and prayed over him, ‘willing my soul salvation because of the truth and justice he saw in my actions’ (B. 11, 146–7). The Pope’s wish was granted. According to Langland, Trajan could not be saved until a Christian recognized ‘soothnesse’ (truth) when he saw it. ‘Clergie’ (knowledge of the Bible) was not enough, let alone knowledge of the liberal arts. The intensity of Gregory’s passion for good governance speaks through this miracle-story and this part of Piers Plowman; he and Trajan both realize that ‘lawe (justice and righteousness) without love’ in the fullest sense of love can achieve nothing at all (B. 11, 170).
The gates of hell are broken again, by Christ, not far from the end of the poem. Just before the Harrowing of Hell, Langland transforms the Bible into a person, simply called ‘Book’. Book recalls what the Gospels say about the life and death of Christ, and then promises that ‘I, Book, wole be brent (burnt), but (unless) Jesus rise to lyue / In alle myghtes of man’ (B. 18, 254–5). Most students reading Piers Plowman in the twenty-first century think that the Bible ‘comes alive’ when Book appears as a ‘character’: ‘Thanne was ther a wight (creature) with two brode eighen (wide eyes) [the two testaments]; / Book highte that beaupeere (that holy father, a good fellow, was called Book), a bold man of speche’ (B. 18, 229–30). This is certainly a most surprising moment, but I do not think that Langland is here bringing the Bible to life for the first time in the poem. On the contrary, the unanticipated personification shocks his readers into awareness that the Bible has been a living presence throughout Piers Plowman, its words quoted and their meaning debated time and time again.
When Book speaks the Bible, oral and written testimony become one and the same, and English. The idea of ‘Book’ giving himself to be burnt as though he were a heretic is almost painfully proleptic; this is what will soon happen to English Bibles and to some advocates of the English Bible. For Langland there is no culture without Holy Writ, and in this he is quintessentially medieval, a true heir of Gregory and Bede. The Bible is not, however, a text set apart in Langland’s imagination; his God speaks out ‘in pe scripturis of puplis’, including his own poem. Nowhere is sacred Scripture less monolithic than it is in Langland’s imagination, but everywhere in medieval culture the Bible is the slipperiest of all writings, most necessary and most difficult to know.
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CHAPTER  4
The Renaissance
Ilona N. Rashkow
So securely has the English Renaissance Bible established its place in the canon of English literature that to most of its readers it is the Bible. I am using the term ‘English Renaissance Bible’ as an archetype consisting of Tyndale’s New Testament (1525) and Pentateuch (1530), the Coverdale Bible (1535), the Geneva Bible (1560), the Rheims-Douay Bible (1609), and the King James Version (1611). The text is familiar because of its influence upon the growth and development of English language, literature, and culture. Yet until the sixteenth century, few Englishmen had access to the biblical text and fewer still could have read it even if they had access since it was not in the vernacular. Thus, the major impact the Bible had on Renaissance culture was its very existence in English.
Although biblical translation was favoured by humanists since it enabled them to combine their penchant for ad fontes with the enrichment of their native language, it was against the law. Translating the Bible could mean charges of heresy, exile, or even death. This chapter examines some of the major obstacles encountered by the translators – in particular, the politics of biblical translation.
The attitude of the Church towards biblical translation is not easy to define both because it underwent considerable modification between the tenth and the sixteenth centuries and because it always concerned the right of the laity to inquire into high and divine matters and preach without episcopal licence. Although English devotional literature flourished in the Middle Ages, it was held by the Church that the best way of knowing God was by meditation and prayer, not by reading the Bible: what knowledge of the Bible the laity acquired was through sermons. The position of the Church regarding biblical translation was determined by the status of the translator and the purpose of the translation. If the translation were made for a king or other exalted person, or by some solitary student, and remained a ‘holy’ but practically unused volume in a monastic or royal library, no objection was taken to the translation as such. But if the translation was used to popularize knowledge of the biblical text among lay people, prohibition followed immediately. The hardening of the Church’s position regarding the ipsissima verba of the Vulgate arose from the political struggle between the Eastern and Western Churches when Christian missionaries made contact with the Slavs in the ninth century. In 1079, Pope Gregory VII outlawed the use of the Slavonic languages in church services. The Bible lesson was to be read in Latin, and the priest was allowed only to convey the sense of it in the vernacular. A new source of heresy was created (which led ultimately to the Reformation). From the end of the fourteenth century, however, lay people of the upper classes usually could obtain licence from their confessors to use translations of parts of the Bible, as they could obtain minor dispensations (Pollard 1974: 80). But as a rule, those who desired to obtain such dispensations were few since Bible reading was not recommended as ordinary practice for the laity.
Thus, translators were in a very difficult position. Renaissance philosophy had attempted to highlight the importance of Hebrew and Greek for the humanist scholar, and the Reformation, with its emphasis on the two founts of religion, sola fide, sola scriptura, emphasized it still further. If Scripture was the key to faith, as the reformers maintained, then it was necessary that an accurate Bible be in the keeping of all Christians. The humanists were able to show that some of the difficulties of the Vulgate were due to mistakes in the Latin translation. With ad fontes as the battle-cry of Renaissance humanism, it was necessary for biblical translators to return to the original texts and although Hebrew and Greek were not studied easily in Renaissance England, biblical translation was an important aspect of humanism. Humanist scholars, especially those associated with the Platonic Academy in Florence, were anxious to acknowledge Hebrew, Greek and Latin as the three historic languages of the West and to learn from them (Jones 1983: 20).
But translation both interprets and recreates the text it addresses. Indeed, in early English usage, the word ‘interpret’ was synonymous with ‘translate’, as the Geneva Bible translators explain in their ‘Preface’. They state that their purpose in providing this new text is to shed light ‘upon the dark places’, passages ‘so dark that by no description they could be made easy’ (I have rendered all spelling into modern usage). In addition, the marginalia and annotations of the English Renaissance translations constitute a running commentary on the religious/political situation of the day and emphasize the translators’ ability to shape a new text: although translators holding widely divergent world-views occasionally translated using the same words, they revealed their biases in the marginalia and annotations: often their note is related to the text only slightly, if at all. As a result, the Hebrew Bible and Greek New Testament are certainly sources of the English versions and the English versions are ‘biblical’, yet they do not reflect wholly the original texts. In part, this is due to the problems of translation. In greater part, however, the differences between the Hebrew and Greek texts and the English Renaissance translations are due to the conscious interpretive practices of the translators.
The Renaissance, often referred to as the ‘classical’ period of English biblical translations, and certainly the most political, begins with William Tyndale’s translation of the New Testament (1525) and ends with the King James Version of the Bible (1611). But as discussed above, this was not an easy period for translators. Indeed, much ink – and blood – was shed on the subject.
Certainly, one of the goals of the Renaissance biblical translators was to make the text more readily accessible. However, to translate the text into the vernacular could lead to charges of heresy and death, as the controversy between Sir Thomas More and William Tyndale illustrates.
The More/Tyndale Debate
The controversy between Sir Thomas More and William Tyndale was over certain words considered heretical and therefore politically dangerous, words of high theological significance long familiar in English such as ‘covenant’, ‘law’, ‘loving-kindness’, ‘holiness’, ‘judgment’, ‘soul’, ‘church’, ‘priest’, ‘grace’, ‘confess’, ‘penance’, ‘charity’, etc. According to More, Tyndale was guilty of heresy since his translations were ‘maliciously’ aimed at the authoritarian structure and sacramental system of the Catholic church. And, no doubt, Tyndale intended to challenge the established ecclesiastical order with his own understanding and interpretation of the texts. Although the theology is not debated in this chapter, the details of their controversy, as contained in More’s Dialogue Concerning Heresies (More 1976), Tyndale’s Answer to More (Duffield 1965), and More’s Confutation of Tyndale’s Answer (More 1976) are significant since they crystallize and synthesize the relationship of Bible and culture during the Renaissance.
The More/Tyndale dispute began with Tyndale’s translation of Erasmus’ Enchiridion militis Christiani (The Christian Soldier’s Handbook), one of the principal themes of which is that Christians have the individual responsibility to study the Bible. Tyndale, realizing the importance of the translator, acknowledges that through biblical translation potentially he can affect both the mighty civic and religious leaders (as well as the laity) by eradicating ignorance of the source texts. A first-hand account of Tyndale’s career at this time, which John Foxe later incorporated in his Acts and Monuments, reports Tyndale’s position:
Not long after, Tyndale happened to be in company of a certain divine, and in disputing with him he pressed him so hard that the doctor burst out into these blasphemous words: ‘We were better to be without God’s law than the pope’s.’ Tyndale, full of godly zeal, replied: ‘I defy the Pope and all his laws’; and added, that if God spared him his life, ‘ere many years, he would cause a boy that drives the plough shall know more of the Scripture than he did’. (Foxe 1877: 169)
However, the prohibition of the 1408 Council at Oxford, which forbade the possession of any English version of the Bible without licence from a bishop, was still in effect, and only by the permission of a bishop could a translation be prepared. Tyndale encountered opposition not so much because his work was unauthorized, but because his prefaces, notes, and choice of ecclesiastical words were politically unacceptable to the Church – and he refused to compromise on these matters. As a result, in 1528, More, as the councillor and Chancellor of Henry VIII, published a volume of more than 150 pages officially entitled: ‘A dialogue of Sir Thomas More knight . . . wherein be treated diverse matters, as of the veneration and worship of images and relics, praying to saints and going on pilgrimage, with many other things touching the pestilent sect of Luther and Tyndale, by the tone begun in Saxony, and by the other labored to be brought into England.’
Although in the title of the Dialogue Luther’s name stands before Tyndale’s and the last of its four books is directed against him, nevertheless the chief antagonist throughout is Tyndale. The ‘many other things’ include the subject of biblical translations (to which he devotes the sixteenth chapter of the third book). He refers here to the edict of the Council of Oxford where Archbishop Arundel had forbidden biblical translation or the reading of any such translation made in the time of John Wycliffe (1380) or since. In this connection, More touches upon the subject of Wycliffe’s Bible and the attitude of the Church towards translations in his day. But the matter with which he is most concerned is Tyndale’s translation.
More’s approach is interesting. He casts his work in the form of the dialogue (the form of his Utopia and of his earlier Latin translations of Lucian), and constructs his defense of the status quo in four conversations between himself and an emissary from a friend who, exposed to and perplexed by heretical doctrine, wishes to have More’s views on certain points. In using this literary form, More not only provides more lively reading than in a straightforward treatise, but also makes it easier to state his enemy’s case in a way that suits himself. More secures entire freedom of speech by making his interlocutor ‘merely’ the messenger of a friend, one who reports everything he hears without taking any responsibility for it. By representing the interaction of two divergent personalities and viewpoints, More rhetorically attempts to move his readers into agreement with the traditional position through humanistic persuasion rather than dogmatic coercion.
The character of the Messenger is that of a promising young student, inclined towards the ideas of ‘New Learning’ and ready to agree with the plausible arguments of the ‘man in the street’. Though not himself a Lutheran, he acts as the spokesman of that party and protests that they are being treated harshly. He professes to set forth the thoughts of ‘reasonable’ men of limited education, attracted by some of the new teaching, or at least considering heretics unfairly persecuted. In the Dialogue, the Messenger reports that he, as well as the ‘man in the street’, think the Bible ought to be accessible in English. And, to some extent, More agrees. More emphatically disassociates himself from those members of the clergy who refuse to allow a vernacular translation of the Bible on the basis that seditious people would do more harm with such a translation than honest men would benefit: ‘For else if the abuse of a good thing should cause the taking away thereof from other that would use it well, Christ should himself never have been born, nor brought his faith into the world’ (More 1976: 332).
More even expresses amazement that God had not provided a satisfactory English Bible already. The ‘lewdness and folly’ of those who might misuse an English Bible ‘were not in my mind a sufficient cause to exclude the translation’ (ibid.: 338). The description of the Messenger’s personal attitude to the scriptures is significant. ‘Some men believe,’ he says, ‘that Tyndale’s New Testament was burned at St. Paul’s Cross, not because of the faults declared to be found in it, but to disguise the fact that none such were found’ (ibid.: 109). The Messenger explains that he (as well as the ‘man in the street’) believes that the clergy keep the scriptures from the laity. More, however, is scholar enough to be able to quote the provincial Council of Oxford in support of his contention that they do not do so – totally. He devotes three chapters to the instruction of the Messenger on the subject of biblical translations, the first to explain the enactment of the Council in 1408, the others to show that the laity may use such translations under certain restrictions. ‘Here was no constitution,’ says More, ‘which positively forbade the people to have any scripture translated’ (ibid.: 224–6, 233–47). More explains that translations have been allowed from the earliest days of the Church and that he would favour their being allowed now – under proper supervision.
More claims that unsupervised biblical translation is tantamount to heresy, a crime for which the punishment was death. His Dialogue leaves no doubt that he regards deviation from the established Church, deviation from the accepted ideas of biblical translation (and thus deviation from the status quo) a crime against God, conscience, and society. Certain that the offender’s soul will burn, it matters little to More that the body should burn first. According to Mozley, his rise to the chancellorship made him a ‘theological zealot [who] sat in the seat of secular power’ (1937: 217), and his Dialogue became a particularly powerful tool. He accuses Tyndale of wilful perversion of the text to suit the ends of his political goals: the Reformation. Tyndale’s translation, he says in the Dialogue, is not the Bible at all: ‘for so had Tyndale, after Luther’s counsel, corrupted and changed it from the good and wholesome doctrine of Christ to the devilish heresies of their own, that it was a clean contrary thing’ (More 1976: 111).
Again and again he makes the claim that the official church could not err, but that Tyndale had – by virtue and manner of translating the Bible. To say that More so bitterly opposed Tyndale’s version because it was unauthorized merely forces the question back a step. From a purely humanist position, it would seem natural that the English bishops, several friends of More and Erasmus among them, would welcome a translation at once so readable, scholarly, and humanistic in its devotion to ad fontes. But Tyndale’s work was viewed as part of the Lutheran movement. The translation contained both in its text and in the apparatus of notes and prefaces matter which was unquestionably intended to promote reform along Lutheran lines. In sixteenth-century England, religious reform meant civil action; it is virtually impossible to separate biblical translation, historic changes, and the religious/political background which accompanied them both.
While More’s sweeping accusation of heresy was based both on Tyndale’s interpretations and word choice, More focused on Tyndale’s power to choose words laden with what he considered ‘politically dangerous’ overtones. He argues in the Dialogue that the translation was unauthorized and unorthodox, and thus Tyndale was a heretic. Tyndale responds to More’s calumnies in An Answer unto Sir Thomas Mores Dialogue which put More on the defensive, as demonstrated by his Confutation of Tyndale’s Answer. Tyndale’s opposition brought out the absolutist in More. No longer content merely to ‘refute’, he now sought to ‘confute’ Tyndale.
More’s charge of heresy was based on Tyndale’s translation of certain fundamental words (see Table 4.1). While it is beyond the scope of this chapter to examine Tyndale’s translation of the Christian New Testament entirely, a few comments on these key words as debated in the three tracts of More and Tyndale are important in order to put the Bible and culture in the Renaissance into perspective (for a more detailed analysis, see Rashkow 1990).
Table 4.1 Comparison of translations of biblical words
[image: image]
In the Dialogue, More does not consider the contexts in which these words were used in the original Greek New Testament, only in the Vulgate. However, even the Vulgate does not always support More’s accusation of heresy. Tyndale’s translation of ekklesia, for example, was the first of his ‘heretical’ acts. In Greek, it was used to denote a ‘body of select or called-out counsellors’ and came to signify a ‘properly constituted assembly’ for which ‘congregation’ appears to be a good word choice. The Greek word for ‘church’ (kyriakon) did not come into use until the third century CE and was used to describe that which was ‘pertaining to the Lord’ (from kyrios, lord). Thus, the original meaning of ‘church’ was ‘a place of worship’, not a ‘gathering of worshippers’ (Oxford English Dictionary 1978, 2:403). The term was appropriated by early Catholic authorities for the organized body of the clergy, the meaning which More attaches to ‘church’ in the Dialogue. Tyndale, in his Answer to More, finds support in the use of ekklesia in the Septuagint for a Hebrew religious assembly (qahal). Inconsistently, More had approved Erasmus’ use of congregatio in Latin while accusing Tyndale of heresy for his use of ‘congregation’ in English. The difference, however, is that Erasmus did not make the same inflammatory marginal comments as Tyndale did regarding the established hierarchy of the Church. Tyndale, acting as an interpreter for his readers, states that he wishes to guard them from being ‘misled by common usage’ since the clergy had consolidated themselves at the expense of the laity.
In objecting to the ‘malicious’ purpose of ‘senior’ for presbyter, More regards the Latin borrowing an intrusion, and asks why Tyndale four times retains ‘priest’ for leaders in the synagogue, thus robbing only the Christians of their ‘true’ title. Tyndale replies in his Answer that on these occasions he was translating Greek hiereus (‘sacrificer’), a member of the tribe of Levi. Again, More shows an inconsistency in his argument since Jerome and Erasmus, More’s proclaimed references, translate the word by ‘senior’ or ‘presbyter’ and never by the proper Latin word for priest (sacerdos) which they regularly use to signify the Levites. When Tyndale raises this point in his Answer and asks how it is that Jerome and the apostles never call the Christian leaders ‘priests’ (sacerdos or hiereus), More, instead of grappling with the question, slides out of it, saying that he has never spoken with these old writers, and therefore has been unable to ask them. In fact, the word ‘presbyter’ was not in English usage until Hooker first used it in 1597. Wycliffe used ‘senior’ as a synonym for ‘elder’ in Revelation 7:2.
Tyndale’s next offence, according to More, was his use of ‘repent’ instead of ‘do penance’. According to More, John the Baptist told the people to ‘do penance, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand’, and accuses Tyndale of maliciously using the word ‘repent’ in order to banish all ‘penance’ from the Bible. Of course, the word ‘penance’ and its relation to indulgences were extremely significant during the Reformation, a point which Tyndale knew and exploited.
Similarly, More criticized Tyndale’s use of ‘love’ rather than ‘charity’ (Latin caritas). More claims in his Dialogue that ‘charity’ means not every kind of love, but a good love, a Christian love, to which Tyndale replies in his Answer that if ‘love’ has more than one meaning, so also has ‘charity’. The Greek word, he argues, is general and neutral, and should be translated by the broad English word ‘love’. He appeals to common usage also: in practice, we speak of our ‘love’ of God, not our ‘charity’ to God. Finally, he claims the advantage for ‘love’ on the linguistic ground that it can be used, like the Greek word, as a verb as well as a noun, but ‘charity’ is only a noun, and one cannot ‘charity’ God or ‘charity’ a neighbour. Here, too, Tyndale cites Jerome and Erasmus who use dilectio (‘love’) rather than caritas when signifying the Greek agape, the former occasionally and the latter more frequently.
In examining More’s charges, Tyndale notes in several places that it is inconsistent to label him a heretic for his word choice and to tolerate the same words in Erasmus’ Latin version. More responds to this criticism by saying that in Erasmus he found no ‘malicious intent,’ as he did in Tyndale’s version. Thus, it was not the translation but the translator and his political views to which More really objected. Tyndale was taken into custody by imperial representatives in Antwerp and, after 16 months of imprisonment, was tried. On 6 October 1536, he was strangled and burned at the stake.
It is often implied, if not stated in so many words, that Tyndale died for daring to give Englishmen a Bible which they could understand. Tyndale’s emphatic assertion that ‘neither was help with English of any that had interpreted the same’ led Alfred Pollard to conclude that he had made no use of Wycliffe’s version (1974: xiii). Yet their almost identical translation of numerous passages would argue a strong relationship between the two versions, and thus Lollardy, a movement both politically and theologically repugnant to More, would certainly have been an influence on Tyndale, causing More to view him as a heretic. Even more heretical to More was Luther’s influence on Tyndale: ‘For so had Tyndale after Luther’s counsel corrupted and changed it [the New Testament] from the good and wholesome doctrine of Christ to the devilish heresies of their own’ (More 1976: 8).
Regardless of the veracity of the charge of Lutheranism, Henry VIII believed the charges against Tyndale to be valid, and wrote:
[Tyndale] fell in device with one or two lewd persons both in this our realm for the translating of the New Testament into English, as well with many corruptions of that holy text, as certain prefaces and other pestilent glosses in the margents for the advancement and setting forth of his abominable heresies. (Pollard 1974: 118)
It is more than a little ironic that Sir Thomas More, who successfully persecuted William Tyndale as a heretic, also suffered death for the sake of his conscience. The issue, biblical translation, was one in which the lives of men were literally at ‘stake’. And the translators involved were not minor literary figures, but the leading humanists and patrons of the ‘New Learning’. More and Tyndale had many friends and colleagues in common (Erasmus, for example), and were it not for the highly charged atmosphere and character of the translation involved, it is likely that More would have appreciated the cultural and scholastic value of Tyndale’s work. But Tyndale’s theology was reflected in his translation. Tyndale’s text reproduced his ‘world-view’, and was thus ideologically and politically marked. ‘Tyndale’s New Testament’, said More, was not ‘the New Testament at all; it was a cunning counterfeit, so perverted in the interests of heresy . . . that it was not worthy to be called Christ’s testament, but either Tyndale’s own testament or the testament of his master Antichrist’ (More 1976: 9). To search for errors in it was like ‘searching for water in the sea; it was so bad that it could not be mended . . . for it is easier to make a web of new cloth than it is to sew up every hole in a net’ (ibid.: 9). Thus, according to More, there is the New Testament and Tyndale’s. Despite the fact that Tyndale’s New Testament (according to Tyndale as well as contemporary scholars) is not very different from that of Erasmus, it was banned. For More, the Vulgate and Erasmus’ versions were sanctified, while Tyndale’s version was heretical, a version to be burned along with its translator.
More’s diatribe notwithstanding, Tyndale began work on a translation of the Pentateuch (the first five books of the Hebrew Bible) which was published in 1530. He was particularly enthusiastic about this translation, having asserted in the Preface to The Obedience of a Christian Man that Hebrew can be translated far more easily into English than into Latin. Those who claim that the original text of the Hebrew Bible cannot be rendered into English because it is such a ‘rude’ language are branded ‘false liars’ for
the properties . . . agree a thousand times more with the English than with the Latin. The manner of speaking is both one . . . when thou must seek a compass in the Latin, and yet shall have much work to translate it well-favouredly, so that it have the same grace and sweetness, sense and pure understanding with it in the Latin as it hath in the Hebrew. A thousand parts better may it be translated into the English than into the Latin. (Duffield 1965: 104)
According to Tyndale, the need for a translation is clear: ‘ecclesiastical students are armed with false principles, with which they are clean shut out of the understanding of Scripture . . . which is locked up with false expositions and with false principles of natural philosophy’ (Demaus 1871: 22).
In the ‘Prologue to Genesis’, Tyndale lists the reasons given by the Church against vernacular translation, including the impossibility of the task, the illegality, the risk of increasing the number of heretics, and the potential for civil rebellion. However, he claims that the real reason is:
to drive you from the knowledge of the scripture, & that you shall not have the text thereof in the mother tongue, and to keep the world still in darkness, to the intent they might sit in the consciences of the people, throw vain superstition and false doctrine, to satisfy their filthy lusts, their proud ambition, and insatiable covetousness, and to exalt their own honor above king & emperor, yea & above God himself.
Tyndale’s Pentateuch was provocative. His marginal glosses and Prefaces to the five books emphasize his perceived contradiction between ‘official church practice’ and the ‘laws of God’. His translations in general (and his marginalia in particular) are subjective in outlook and as a result, it became politically impossible for the bishops not to condemn his work. Indeed, it has been argued that Tyndale wished to hold bishops up to ‘opprobrium as murderers’, and that ‘his works . . . [were] intended to produce an ecclesiastical and social revolution, of a highly dangerous character, aided by mistranslations of Holy Writ and sophistical glosses in the margin . . . there is a perverse and bitter spirit running through the whole design’ (Gairdner 1908: 1/228; 2/367).
Times were very different by the time Coverdale began translating. In December 1534, the Synod of Canterbury, under the leadership of Archbishop Thomas Cranmer, petitioned Henry VIII ‘to decree that the holy scripture shall be translated into the vulgar English tongue by certain upright and learned men to be named by the said most illustrious king’ (Pollard 1974: 177). In 1535 (the year Henry broke with the Church of Rome), encouraged by Cranmer and Cromwell, Miles Coverdale translated the entire Bible without formal authority, but with a dedication to Henry VIII and the ‘most virtuous Princess, queen Anne’. (In 1535, Anne Boleyn was Henry’s Queen. But by the time the sheets reached the printer, the ‘virtuous princess’ had been executed. Change had to be made: in the British Museum copy ‘Anne’ has been altered with a pen into ‘JAne’.) In the dedication Coverdale markedly emphasizes how scripture teaches the pre-eminence of the temporal sword, and the king in his realm is ‘under God the chief head of all the congregation and church of the same’. He outlines Henry’s defence of the faith against Rome and speaks critically of the Pope whom he compares to Caiaphas. Henry, according to Coverdale’s dedication, has proven himself a worthier Defender of the Faith than even the Pope had imagined:
And the truth of our Balaam’s prophecy is, your grace in very deed should defend the Faith, yea even the true faith of Christ, no dreams, no fables, no heresy, no papistical inventions, but the incorrupt faith of God’s most holy word, which to set forth (praised be the goodness of God, and increase your gracious purpose) your highness with your most honourable council apply all his study and endeavour.
Coverdale claims that his translation is actually a result of the king’s own wishes: ‘Josias commanded straightly (as your grace doth) that the law of God should be read and taught unto all the people’ (cf. 2 Kgs 23:1–3).
Having received Henry’s permission to translate, Coverdale asserts that the new text is wholly English. He accomplishes his goal in two ways. The first (and more obvious) is marked by a significant bibliographical fact. The original title-page, printed in the same type as the Bible, reads ‘faithfully and truly translated out of Dutch [i.e. German] and Latin into English’. However, the use of ‘Dutch’ was a dangerous confession of Lutheran heresy. Later copies merely stated ‘faithfully translated into English’.
Coverdale’s second method, using as ‘text’ the wood-cut on the title page, conforms to the sixth-century directive of Gregory the Great: ‘. . . in the same thing [i.e., ‘picture’] they read (the truth) who do not understand the letters. Whence and especially to the (common) people the picture is in place of reading’ (King 1982: 40). At the top of the woodcut, appearing in a burst of heavenly light, is the Tetragrammaton, symbolizing the direct revelation of the Word to the sovereign. Lower on the page, Henry VIII is depicted on his throne distributing Bibles to the kneeling bishops, with various crowned heads admiring his action. To emphasize further the appropriate role and power of the king, figures of harp-playing David and sword-bearing Paul, representing the Old and New Testaments, flank Henry, who is armed with the Sword and the Book, a personification of the Reformation ideal of evangelical kingship at the moment of transition from Old Law to New Law.
The Geneva Bible and the Rheims-Douay Bible
The direct politics of producing a new biblical text in the vernacular is most apparent in the case of the two exilic versions, the Geneva Bible and the Rheims-Douay. With the accession of Catholic Queen Mary in 1553, the printing of Protestant vernacular Bibles in England came to an abrupt stop. No official use of the English Bible was allowed and no printers were allowed to print English versions. Henry’s proclamation that ‘Bibles . . . be fixed and set up openly’ was repealed, and those already ‘set up’ were burned. The works of Coverdale and Tyndale were specifically forbidden by the ‘Proclamation for restraining books and writings against the Pope’ issued in 1555. Protestants in England were in a precarious position, particularly those who had urged biblical translation, and as a result, colonies of English exiles were established in Germany and Switzerland.
In April 1560, the Protestant exiles in Geneva published one of the most overtly political English translations of the Bible and the only English translation to appear during the reign of Queen Mary. In fact, in the Preface, the translators comment that ‘the time then was most dangerous and the persecution sharp and furious’.
The key feature of the Geneva Bible that distinguishes it from all other Bibles of its time and made it so popular was the extensive marginal notes that were included to explain and interpret the scriptures for the common people. For example, ‘the sun, the moon and the stars falling from the heavens’ (Mark 13:24) was interpreted as meaning that the religious leaders of the latter days would be discredited. These notes run to approximately 300,000 words, or one-third the length of the text of the Bible itself! However, in addition to being the reason for its popularity, the marginal notes of the Geneva Bible were also the reason for its demise. Indeed, the notes so infuriated King James I that he considered it ‘seditious’ and made its ownership a felony. James I was particularly worried about marginal notes such as the one for Exodus 1:19, which allowed disobedience to kings. Significantly, the translators do not identify themselves anywhere in the text, the Prologue, or the Dedication. One explanation for the anonymity is offered by Westcott, that they were ‘several and perhaps not the same during the whole time’ (1992: 91). Perhaps a better explanation is that the notes of the Geneva Bible are so outspokenly anti-Roman and blatantly Calvinistic in doctrine that it was dangerous to advertise authorship and these translators chose anonymity. As stated above, in 1644, the Geneva Bible was printed for the last time.
Despite the 1408 prohibition of vernacular translation, there were some Catholic humanists such as Erasmus who urged biblical translation for the lay-reader, writing:
I totally dissent from those who are unwilling that the sacred Scriptures, translated into the vulgar tongue, should be read by the unlearned, as if Christ had taught such subtle doctrines that they can with difficulty be understood by a very few theologians, or as if the strength of the Christian religion lay in men’s ignorance of it. The mysteries of Kings at war perhaps better to conceal, but Christ wishes his mysteries to be published as widely as possible. I could wish even all women to read the Gospels and the Epistles of St. Paul . . . that the farmer may sing parts of them at his plow and the weaver at his shuttle, that the traveler with their stories beguile the weariness of the journey. (Erasmus 1970: 205)
Erasmus’ views notwithstanding, as late as 1546 the Council of Trent declared the Vulgate ‘only of all other translations to be authentic’ (Canons 19). Yet a Catholic vernacular translation was made, and for purely political reasons: Queen Elizabeth, a staunch Protestant, ascended to the throne in 1558 and just as the Geneva Bible was the result of political exile, so too the Rheims-Douay.
Catholics felt no safer in England during the reign of Elizabeth than had Protestants during the reign of Mary. As a result, Catholic English colonies were established on the Continent where William Allen, Fellow of Oriel College, Oxford, founded the English College at Douay in 1568, after refusing ‘to acquiesce in the Elizabethan religious settlement’ (Bruce 19878: 114). In a major break from tradition and theology, Cardinal William Allen, in a letter to Dr Vendeville, Regius Professor of Canon Law at Douay, explained how Catholic preachers were at a disadvantage compared with the Protestants who were familiar with English biblical translations and were therefore not required to translate extemporaneously from the Vulgate when preaching to a popular audience:
On every Sunday and festival English sermons are preached by the more advanced students on the gospel, epistle or subject proper to the day . . . We preach in English, in order to acquire greater power and grace in the use of the vulgar tongue . . . In this respect the heretics, however ignorant they may be in other points, have the advantage over many of the more learned Catholics, who having been educated in the universities and the schools do not commonly have at command the text of Scripture or quote it except in Latin. Hence when they are preaching to the unlearned and are obliged on the spur of the moment to translate some passage which they have quoted into the vulgar tongue, they often do it inaccurately and with unpleasant hesitation, because either there is no English version of the words or it does not then and there occur to them. Our adversaries on the other hand have at their fingers’ ends all those passages of Scripture which seem to make for them and by a certain deceptive adaptation and alteration of the sacred words produce the effect of appearing to say nothing but what comes from the bible. This evil might be remedied if we too had some catholic version of the bible, for all the English versions are most corrupt. I do not know what kind you have in Belgium. But certainly we on our part, if his Holiness shall think it proper, will undertake to produce a faithful, pure and genuine version of the bible in accordance with the edition approved by the Church, for we already have men most fitted for the work. (Allen 1882: 64–5)
His letter makes the motives for a translation clear: although theologically it would be better not to translate, politically the Catholic cause was suffering by not having an English Bible. Thus, the power of language was a sufficient cause to overrule the traditional objections to vernacular versions. Gregory Martin, a former fellow of St. John’s College, Oxford, lecturer in Hebrew and Holy Scripture at the Rheims-Douay College, began work on a Catholic English Bible.
Martin had previously authored a scathing treatise: ‘A Discovery of the manifold Corruptions of the Holy Scriptures by the Heretics of our Days, especially the English Sectaries, and of their foul dealing herein, by partial and false translations to the advantage of their heresies, in their English Bibles used and authorized since the schism’. The main contention of the Discoverie is that ‘the English heretics’ purposely mistranslate the text in favour of their ‘own erroneous teachings’, and that the doctrinal claims of the Protestants rest on a ‘deliberately’ false translation of the original. In other words, the Protestant translators have power and know it.
The Catholic translation was published in 1609 and as the Preface states, this translation was deemed necessary by the circulation of many ‘false translations’ by Protestants who corrupted the truth, ‘adding, detracting, altering, transposing, pointing, and all other guileful means: especially where it serves for the advantage of their private opinions’. Continuing Martin’s diatribe against the insidious translation practices of the Protestants, the argument becomes ad hominem and links the Protestants with other ‘syncretisantes’: ‘Protestants having no lawful generation, but proceeding of bastards race, upstarts of unknown progeny, are no less at discord among themselves, only agreeing against Catholics, like syncretisantes against their common enemies, or Herod, Pilate, and the Jews against Christ.’
According to the translators themselves, the appearance of an English Bible for Catholics may be required by political exigencies, but does not imply that Scripture must be available in the vernacular and certainly not available to all readers. The translators are quite clear on this point: ‘We must not imagine [putting] the translated Bibles in the vulgar tongues into the hands of every husband-man, artificer, apprentice, boys, girls, mistress, maid, man: that they were sung, played, alleged, of every tinker, taverner, rhymer, minstrel: that they were for table talk, for ale benches, for boats and barges, and for every profane person and company’. Their point is emphasized by the new text itself: the translators make a statement by keeping much of it in Latin, effectively preventing it from reaching the hands of ‘profane person(s) and company’.
One issue which had led to the Catholic prohibition of biblical translation centred on the translator as interpreter and his role in determining whether the actual words of the original were so full of significance that they had to be rendered (as far as possible) literally, or whether the subject matter was to take precedence and the translator was to express the idea. The role of tradition and doctrinal significance became enmeshed in the theoretical controversy. While biblical translation was viewed by the Reformers as an opportunity for confronting the theologian, and ultimately the state, afresh, Catholics viewed biblical translation as an opportunity to be guided and ruled by the theologian, thus reinforcing the status quo. Of course, this controversy was not a Renaissance phenomenon; it had occurred in the fourth century between Jerome and Augustine over the different methods with which to approach biblical translation and had established the basic dichotomy between philological and inspirational/literal translation (Schwarz 1970: 26–43). Philologists (such as Jerome and later, the Reformers) viewed the text as a medium of information which had to be transmitted through an accurate, yet contemporary equivalent in the new language. The philologists viewed the translator as inspired, but not an instrument merely used by God to write down the single words and sentences. Instead, the translator was allowed to make ‘additions’ to the original for stylistic reasons. As Erasmus describes: ‘It is one thing to be a prophet and another to be a translator; in one case the Spirit foretells future events, in the other sentences are understood and translated by erudition and command of language’ (Erasmus’ Prefaces 1970: 52).
The Catholic translators wrote that their translators were inspired by God and thus errors were not made. The Rheims-Douay translators, quoting Augustine, write that God adapted his Word to man’s damaged understanding, speaking to him by inspiring the human authors of the books of the Bible to write down his Word in a form intelligible to ‘fallen man’. According to the Catholic translators, the Bible has ‘modes’ of speaking and its usage is different from common usage (communis locutio) and daily usage (quotidiana loquendi consuetedo). In the ‘Preface to the Reader’, the Rheims-Douay translators, referring to Augustine again, emphasize the authority of the Vulgate, and point out that they are at a loss to understand how anything could be found in the Hebrew or Greek texts that had escaped the attention of all the earlier and very learned translators: ‘If the text is obscure, you too will probably be mistaken; if it is clear, it is incredible that the earlier translators were mistaken.’
It should be noted that the Rheims-Douay Bible was equipped with a very full apparatus of annotations, some intended to resolve any difficulties of a non-theological character, but most of which had the sole purpose of interpreting the text in conformity with the faith as the editors understood it (specifically in conformity with the pronouncements of the Council of Trent) and to rebut arguments of the Reformers. As a result, the apparatus is as controversial and outspoken as the Tyndale and Geneva translations.
The King James Version
By 1604, vernacular translation no longer involved legality but rather quality. As a result, King James actually welcomed the project:
I profess, I could never yet see a Bible well translated in English; but I think, that of all, that of Geneva is the worst. I wish some special pains were taken for an uniform translation; which should be done by the best-learned men in both Universities, then reviewed by the Bishops, presented to the Privy Council, lastly ratified by Royal authority, to be read in the whole church, and none other. (Pope 1952: 308; emphasis added)
Forty-seven men divided into six panels undertook the project. Two of the panels met at Oxford, two at Cambridge, and two at Westminster. When the panels completed their work, the draft translation of the whole work was reviewed by a smaller group of twelve men, two from each panel, and then the text was sent to the printer. Miles Smith, Canon of Hereford (who ultimately became Bishop of Gloucester) and Thomas Bilson, Bishop of Westminster, shepherded it through the publication process. Ironically, the translation of the biblical text itself was drawn largely from the Geneva Bible.
The rules which guided the translators were sanctioned (if not indeed written) by James himself. Old ecclesiastical words were to be kept (for example, ‘church’ and not ‘congregation’). Unlike the politically inflammatory Tyndale and Geneva Bibles, marginal notes were to be used only to explain Hebrew and Greek words and to draw attention to parallel passages. The translators’ dedication of their work was ‘to the most high and mighty prince James,’ language the king must have found flattering in contrast to the language of some of his Scottish churchmen such as Andrew Melville who called him ‘God’s silly vassal’, and reminded him that although he was king in the kingdom of Scotland, he was only an ordinary member in the kingdom of Christ (Bruce 1978: 100).
Interestingly, from a political perspective, this text was considered to be a ‘revision’ rather than a ‘translation,’ and therefore was not entered on the Stationers’ Register. Thus, the overt political power of the translators was subjugated to the less direct, the ‘hidden’ – the translators being anonymous and the volume not immediately well publicized.
C. S. Lewis notes that in considering the power of the translator, there is Homer’s Homer, Chapman’s Homer, and Pope’s Homer. ‘Chapman’s is always teaching lessons of civil and domestic prudence which never crossed the real Homer’s mind’ (1954: 517). This is the basic premise of all Renaissance biblical translation, and it is on this issue that the power of biblical translation hinges. The Renaissance biblical translator exercised his power in his word choice, his style of translation, and his decision as to what needed further elucidation and comment. The choices were made with great deliberation and with political acuity, in recognition of the significant impact of and on the politics of the day. During the Renaissance the ‘politics of the day’ entailed the relationship between the monarchy and the Church and thus it is impossible to read Renaissance biblical translations outside of the cultural context, that is to say, outside of the concern for royal authority and Church matters.
This view of the biblical translator as a powerful figure was generally accepted in Renaissance England since the translator made a conscious decision to wield his pen either for or against the establishment – Church and State – attempting to rally support for his political position. The translator’s ‘view of the world’ was reflected to such an extent that some biblical translators were put to death because of specific word choice, and other interpretive practices held to be not only political, but also heretical, monarchist, or anti-monarchical. For those readers of the English Renaissance Bible who do not read Hebrew or Greek, the English texts have become canonized and are now the accepted reading. As John Lowes notes, biblical phraseology has become ‘part and parcel of our common tongue – bone of its bone and flesh of its flesh’ (1967: 3). ‘Bible and Culture’ during the Renaissance – they are inseparable.
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