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“A fountain of most pure water springing up into everlasting life.”


 In what remains one of the greatest essays in the English language, the Translators of the King James Bible address their reader under no delusions as to the difficulty of their task. They begin thus: “Zeal to promote the common good, whether it be by devising anything ourselves, or revising that which hath been laboured by others, deserveth certainly much respect and esteem, but yet findeth but cold entertainment in the world. It is welcomed with suspicion instead of love, and with emulation instead of thanks.” What was to become the best loved text in English labours at the outset like almost any other revisionary project, not least in matters of religious practice, as people prefer to stand by old and familiar words and ways. But in a passage of their essay which itself aspires to literary heights, the Translators, or at least Miles Smith writing on their behalf, make the purpose of their task quite clear, for in the words of Scripture are to be found nothing less than the way to eternal life. The Bible is, in short, the book written for our salvation and for life eternal. “The Scripture,” they write, with reference to the Anglican daily office that is built on a monthly cycle of prayers and readings,
is a tree, or rather a whole paradise of trees of life, which bring forth fruits every month, and the fruit thereof is for meat, and the leaves for medicine. It is not a pot of manna or a cruse of oil, which were for memory only, or for a meal’s meat or two, but as it were a shower of heavenly bread sufficient for a whole host, be it never so great, and as it were a whole cellarful of oil vessels; whereby all our necessities may be provided for, and our debts discharged. In a word it is a pantry of wholesome food against mouldy traditions; a pharmacist’s shop (Saint Basil calleth it) or preservatives against poisoned heresies; a code of profitable laws against rebellious spirits; a treasury of most costly jewels against beggarly rudiments. Finally, a fountain of most pure water springing up into everlasting life.
Set beside these dense theological metaphors and images the words of T. S. Eliot from his essay of 1935, “Religion and Literature” as they refer to the King James Bible:

I could fulminate against the men of letters who have gone into ecstasies over ‘the Bible as literature’, the Bible as ‘the noblest monument of English prose’. Those who talk of the Bible as a ‘monument of English prose’ are merely admitting it as a monument over the grave of Christianity. …. The Bible has had a literary influence upon English literature not because it has been considered as literature, not because it has been considered as the report of the Word of God. And the fact that men of letters now discuss it as ‘literature’ probably indicates the end of its ‘literary’ influence.
Read in the context of their own time and place in English culture, Eliot’s words have a clear point, though they beg the question as to what he, and we, precisely mean by ‘literature’.


The Authorised Version of 1611 was essentially a conservative project and behind it lies the long history of English Bibles in the sixteenth century. It would be hard to deny the literary genius of a Miles Coverdale or a William Tyndale, and it is Tyndale above all who fixes the tone and language of the new King James Bible. Tyndale published his first New Testament in exile in 1526, though copies soon reached England. Revised versions of his work were published in 1534 and 1535, with the Pentateuch and a translation of Jonah. Tyndale was nothing if not a scholar, working from not only the original languages but also Erasmus’ Latin New Testament, the Vulgate and Luther’s German version. But for the protestant Tyndale, who finally paid the ultimate price for his beliefs, a vernacular Bible above all would remove the mediatory role of the clergy and weaken the power of the church, recognizing “how it was impossible to establish in the lay-people any truth except the Scriptures were laid before their eyes in their mother tongue.” It was Tyndale, after Erasmus, who offers us the famous vision of the pious ploughboy and the weaver who, with the scripture laid open before him “would drive away the tediousness of time” as he labours over his beam. For these cheerful (and surprisingly well educated) labourers, the Bible is literature read for the good of the soul and not, as Tyndale makes clear in his work The Obedience of the Christian Man (1528), like other characters from literature available to all in English such as Robin Hood, Bevis of Hampton, Hercules, Hector and Troilus “with a thousand histories and fables of love and wantonness and of ribaldry as filthy as heart can think, to corrupt the minds of you withal, clean contrary to the doctrine of Christ and of his apostles.”

Yet contemporary with the King James Bible, his mind and imagination drinking from the same wells – Tyndale’s translations and the Geneva Bible – is the greatest of all English poets whose plays delve into the human heart, mind and spirit with a vision that is enlightened by both the language and theology that inspired the KJB translators. Indeed, it has been said that “without Tyndale’s New Testament and Cranmer’s Prayer Book [which is the foundation stone of the Anglican Book of Common Prayer], it is difficult to imagine William Shakespeare the playwright.” (Greenblatt). In his plays and poems Shakespeare quotes from the Bible no less than 1350 times, alluding to no less than 42 books of Scripture. What we need to remember is that much of this is probably more or less unconscious allusion: Shakespeare grew up on the Geneva Bible (which has something like an 80% overlap with the King James, through Tyndale), heard it read in church week in week out. The Bible was then the bedrock of popular culture. For this reason, Shakespeare can confidently quote (or deliberately misquote) the Bible – as for example in the speech of Bottom the weaver when he awakens from his midsummer night’s dream of Titania with the words, “The eye of man has not heard…..” – knowing full well that his audience in the pit will know exactly where it comes from in St. Paul – and that poor Bottom has got it wrong. They would have got the joke immediately.

But I want to spend a few moments in consideration of one of Shakespeare’s greatest tragedies – Hamlet, beginning with a clear echo of the Geneva Bible (“Are not two sparrows sold for a farthing? And one of them shall not fall on the ground without your Father.”), which becomes in Hamlet: “There’s a special providence in the fall of a sparrow….” First of all the language: it has often been noted that the character of Hamlet speaks an English borrowed very largely from popular speech, and more than that, with old Saxon rhythms and inflexions. In this he was entirely at one with Tyndale, and above all the Tyndale of the gospels in what David Daniel has called “that sense of simple words bringing in a new kingdom of possibilities. Think only of Hamlet’s dying words to the obtuse Horatio:

Had I but time – as this fell sergeant Death


Is strict in his arrest – O, I could tell you –


But let it be.”

That colloquial economy in the “But let it be” – is pure Tyndale, pure English Bible language. Shakespeare and the King James Bible remain at the peak of English literature because they have the genius to express the depths of the soul in the language of plain English.  

In Hamlet there is more, however, though this argument might be a little more tentative. Hamlet is one of the great ghost stories in English literature, the appearance of Hamlet’s father assuring Horatio that “there are more things in heaven and earth” than are dreamt of in his philosophy. But the true haunting in – or rather of – Hamlet lies not in this ghostly figure, but in the unseen presence of the English Bible of the Reformation, and its theology of predestination and its obsession with the fallen world in which we live. Hamlet is, we might say, the tragic victim of the Reformation theological vision of a world out of joint into which the individual is called to fulfil and impossible mission in the setting of things right. At its extreme it engenders a pathology of which Hamlet becomes the victim, and not he alone. In his way Claudius, too, has a tragic quality – a man whose prayers fly up while his thoughts remain below, a moment to which the best footnote would be Romans 7. Here it is in Tyndale’s version:

But I am carnal, sold under sin, because I wot not what I do. For what I 
would that do I not: but what I hate, that do I.

The King James, by comparison, loses the sharpness a little:


But I am carnal, sold under sin. For that which I do I allow not: For what I 
would, that do I not; but what I hate, that do I. (Romans 7: 14 – 15).
Hamlet is, perhaps, the first great exploration in English literature of the pathology of the Reformed theological vision (the Calvinism of Scotland was to produce many further examples in its literature from Robert Burns “Holy Willie’s Prayer”, to Walter Scott in Old Mortality, and above all in the nightmare vision – another ghostly book – of Hogg’s Confessions of a Justified Sinner), and it is through language, not the overt exploration of doctrine, that Shakespeare achieves this. Like the parables of Jesus, which embrace a universe and more in a simple image – the kingdom of heaven like a grain of the mustard seed – so Hamlet: “O God, I could be bounded in a nutshell, and count myself king of infinite space, were it not that I have bad dreams.” Hamlet’s tragedy moves from the infinite to the particular – as the Christian mystery is articulated in the kenotic contraction of the glory of God into the infant born in the stable.

But let us explore a little further the place of the King James Bible in later English literature. It would be some time before the 1611 Bible, with all its immense authority, given not least by the King himself, began to replace the popular Geneva Bible, and its was certainly not without its critics. But as the century wore on and after the Commonwealth period, the fact was that everyone who attended the services of the national church, and that was by far the greater part of the population, regularly read or heard the words of the King James Version so that its cadences uniquely saturated the national consciousness and sensibility. Of no book of the Bible is this more true than the Psalms.

The daily office of the Church of England, its pattern set by the Cranmerian prayer books and said in every parish in the land by at least the ordained clergy, requires that the Psalter be recited morning and evening in its entirely each month, and that the lectionary readings from Scripture ensured that the whole Bible be read in a regular cycle. In addition, the 1662 Book of Common Prayer prints the readings of Epistle and Gospel for every Sunday of the year in the King James Version. True, the Psalter which was finally established in the 1662 Book was not that of the KJV but actually Coverdale’s earlier translation (which, it has to be admitted is superior), though the overlap is considerable and the style consistent. But the lectionary readings did mean that least in the lives of the clergy, and often many others as well, the King James Bible was present to them every day, twice a day, at the very least. This would certainly have been true for the poet George Herbert during his years as the parish priest of Bemerton near Salisbury during the early 1630s. His paraphrase version of the 23rd Psalm, written in Common Metre for congregational singing, clearly draws upon both the King James and the Coverdale (Prayer Book) translations – the latter he would have recited on the fourth day of each month at Evening Prayer. The first stanza ends with the lines:

While he is mine, and I am his,



What can I want or need?

The word ‘want’, meaning ‘lack’ is used in the first verse of the KJV, “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.”  In the second line of the second stanza, “Where I both feed and rest”, Herbert is using both the Prayer Book and the King James Bible, the first having “he shall feed me” and the second “he maketh me to lie down.” Throughout Herbert’s poetry the influence of the King James Bible is clear, not least in his use – like Shakespeare – of everyday language and images, just as the gospel stories are full of homely instances of the woman sweeping the house for the lost coin, the shepherd and his sheep, the son who sets out to sow his wild oats and finds he has to go back to father to beg forgiveness. Add to that a little image of Herbert’s in his poem on the nature of the Bible: “The H. Scriptures. I.” 

Ladies, look here; this is the thankful glass


That mends the lookers eyes.

It is simple enough: a call to the ladies who do their make-up in front of the mirror – more precisely putting on eye shadow. But to read the Bible is to reflect back more clearly – to make us seen, and, perhaps, more beautiful – to be seen to our best advantage.


Many of Herbert’s poems were written as hymns to be sung by a congregation in church, and the tradition of King David, the ‘author’ of many of the Psalms, as poet and musician goes back as least as far as St. Jerome in the fourth century who explained that “David, who is our Simonides, Pindar, and Alcaeus, our Homer, our Horace, our Catullus, and our Sirenus all in one, sings of Christ to his lyre.” This tradition was taken up in the Renaissance, linking the idea of biblical poetry with both worship and religious vision. Some thirty years before the Hampton Court Conference, Sir Philip Sidney, himself a Psalm translator (he contributed Psalms 1 – 42) with his sister, the Countess of Pembroke, to the Sidney Psalter, wrote in his Defence of  Poetry (1579-80):
And may I not presume a little farther, to show the reasonableness of this word vates, and say that the holy David’s Psalms are a divine poem? If I do, I shall not do it without the testimony of great learned men, both ancient and modern. But even the name Psalms will speak for me, which, being interpreted, is nothing but songs; then, that it is fully written in metre, as all learned Hebricians agree, although the rules be not yet fully found; lastly and principally, his handling his prophecy, which is merely poetical. For what else is the awaking his musical instruments, the often and free changing of persons, his notable prosopopeias, when he maketh you, as it were, see God coming in his majesty; his telling of the beasts’ joyfulness and hills’ leaping but a heavenly poesy wherein he showeth himself almost a passionate lover of that unspeakable and everlasting beauty to be seen by the eyes of the mind, only cleared by faith?
If King David – the poet of the Psalms – can thus make us actually see the beasts’ joyfulness and the hills leaping, is he not a brother poet to the Shakespeare who, in the Prologue to Henry V works on our “imaginary forces” to see, in the “wooden O” of the theatre the armies of France and England – “Think, when we talk of horses, that you see them.” And this capacity of the King James Bible to enter into the collective consciousness, even, perhaps, when the faith which has driven the composition and reading of it has begun to wane in the West, remains in, for example, the images of Psalm 23 so that the modern reader in London can still relate to their world even in the midst of the careless holiday crowds in the streets. Such words, in a poem of Louis MacNeice, “stand up better to bombs than a granite monolith.”

Their feet in London, their heads in the gray clouds,


The Bank (if you call it a holiday) Holiday crowds


Stroll from street to street, cocking an eye


For where the angel used to be in the sky;


But the Happy Future is a thing of the past, and the street


Echoes to nothing but their dawdling feet


The Lord’s my shepherd – familiar words of myth


Stand up better to bombs than a granite monolith


Perhaps there is something in them. I’ll not want –


Not when I’m dead. He makes me down to lie –


Death my christening and fires my font –


The quiet (Thames’ or Don’s or Salween’s) waters by.

Perhaps there is something in them. And so the American-British poet Denise Levertov, drawing on Psalm 34 (“O taste and see that the Lord is good: blessed is the man that trusteth in him.”) tastes the Lord in all things in life, from a poster seen on the London Underground which quotes the psalm:

The world is


not with us enough.


O taste and see


the subway Bible poster said,


meaning The Lord, meaning


if anything at all that lives


to the imagination’s tongue,


grief, mercy, language,


tangerine, weather, to


breathe them, bite


savor, chew, swallow, transform


into our flesh our


deaths, crossing the street, plum, quince,


living in the orchard and being


hungry, and plucking


the fruit.


But now let us focus for a brief moment on one of the great poetic spirits of the English tradition, William Blake. From internal evidence it is clear that the two great literary influences on Blake’s extraordinary work The Marriage of Heaven and Hell (etched c. 1790-93) were Swedenborg and the King James Version of the Bible. It is likely that he also knew of Bishop Robert Lowth’s Lectures on the Sacred Poetry of the Hebrews (1753), which had been translated into English in 1787. If Sidney, in 1580, could remark that “the rules [of Hebrew poetics] be not yet fully found”, then Lowth, in the eighteenth century, claimed to have discovered them. And if for Bishop Lowth “poetic genius” originates in the mind of the creator God and is demonstrated in English through the language and poetry of the Authorized Version, Blake goes even one step further. In the words of John Drury:
Blake moves Lowth into the theological centre which the bishop himself had sedulously avoided by making ‘the poetic genius’ into the Creator God without remainder. Blake can do this because he is the sort of man whom Lowth described. Biblical criticism here enabled biblical creativity, and in the mind of a poet who understands (from a bishop of the established church) the structures of the canonical books and will not ‘resist his genius’, the bounds of canon are splendidly broken.

It is through the poetry of the Hebrews exemplified in the King James Bible and described by Robert Lowth in its genius and in its task of serving religion, that Blake comes to regard himself as a poet fully and without reserve in the tradition of the prophetic poets, and above all Ezekiel and Isaiah. His poetic brotherhood with them leads him, in “A Memorable Fancy” in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, to describe how “the Prophets Isaiah and Ezekiel dined with me”, and after dinner when he asks them about the value of their lost works, they reply that they are of no significance for the canon of Scripture contains all that is of value. All poetry is in the Bible, but all true poets may claim canonical status.

In Blake, the poetry of the King James Version merges seamlessly with the English poet, so that he can, shockingly, claim equality with the greatest of the Hebrew poets. Perhaps, in his own way, Blake, in his way, was discovering the truth of Tyndale’s suggestion that English has a peculiar match with the languages of the Bible (Hebrew and Greek) with the “same grace and sweetness, sense and pure understanding” and that the genius of the King James conveyed this particularly to the poet who speaks at the beginning of his great work Milton (1804) of “the Sublime of the Bible”, linking his poem “And did those feet in ancient time” to a verse from the Authorized Version, Numbers 11:29 – “Would to God that all the Lord’s people were prophets.”

Another poet in the English Romantic tradition, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, has left us a brief work, published only posthumously, which embeds the English Bible at the very heart of English literature and culture, to be read with the same critical attention with which we “should interpret any other honest and intelligent writer.” Coleridge’s Confessions of an Inquiring (1840) give to English the word ‘bibliolatry’ – that mindless and thoughtless worship of the Bible that fails to  understand it as a “breathing organism” and a “grand panharmonicon” breathed through by one Spirit working, in his word, ‘diversly’. Giving examples from both Old and New Testaments (he reserves his most elaborate and imaginative hermeneutical exercise for the Song of Deborah in Judges 5), Coleridge insists that the Bible is properly read in the context of all the great poets and above all Shakespeare, for only then does he discover that -
In the Bible there is more that finds me than I have experienced in all other books put together; that the words of the Bible find me at greater depths of my being; and that whatever finds me brings with it an irresistible evidence of its having proceeded from the Holy Spirit.

In short, by the nineteenth century, The King James Version was loved as both a great work of literature and as the report of the Word of God, and the two are inseparable. Yet it should not be assumed that there had always been a comfortable relationship between the Sacred text and the works of poetry. Boswell reports on Dr. Samuel Johnson’s insistence on “the unfitness of poetry for the aweful subjects of our holy religion…. with uncommon force and reasoning”, while a fellow poet, Andrew Marvell, warns John Milton of the dangers of venturing, as a mere poet, upon scriptural matter in his great poem Paradise Lost, though finally he admits that -

….things divine thou treat’st of in such state


As thou preserves, and them, inviolate.

Yet still, it was the case that the King James Version was both a cultural and a religious treasure – and for many, like Coleridge and others who followed him in the Broad Church tradition of the nineteenth century, it was the latter precisely because it was the former.

The language of the KJV, or much of it, is certainly beautiful, though almost all of its most resonate and best loved phrases and cadences come from the earlier work of William Tyndale. Oddly, in the essay “The Translators to the Reader” by Miles Smith, with which I began, the biblical quotations are not actually from the new KJV itself but from the earlier and popular Geneva Bible, so heartily disliked by King James. And finally, where the translators are clearly finding their scholarly task an uphill one, the result can, it has to be admitted, sometimes be dreadful to the point of unintelligibility. David Daniell notes that this is particularly so in large parts of the prophetic writings, and quotes Micah 1:11: “Pass ye away, thou inhabitant of Saphir, having thy shame naked: the inhabitant of Zanaan came not forth in the mourning of Bethezel; he shall receive of you his standing.” (By way of comparison, the New Revised Standard Version has this: “Pass on your way, inhabitants of Shaphir, in nakedness and shame; the inhabitants of Zaanan do not come forth; Bethezel is wailing and shall remove its support from you.” Prosaic, indeed, but at least comprehensible.) A little later in the King James Micah we find the verse: “Make thee bald and poll thee for thy delicate children; enlarge thy baldness as the eagle; for they are gone into captivity from thee.” (1:16).

But here, perhaps, is just the point. The modern version, the NRSV, makes perfectly good sense but it is eminently forgettable. And here in Micah, even when it borders on the ludicrous, the King James Bible has a charisma and beauty that is more than mere sense and understanding. It may be that at a certain point we need to move on – but as literature the English Bible can claim a status that makes the passage of time irrelevant: as pointless as suggesting that Chaucer, Shakespeare or Milton are to be shelved because they are out of date. It is the product of a particular moment in the history of the English language and the English Church which gathers together an extraordinary richness of style, vocabulary and syntax, stabilized for the first time – though behind that is one of the great genius’s of English literature, William Tyndale, yet whose purpose in translating the Bible was far from literary but deeply religious for it was to place the Bible as the Word of God in the hands of the common man apart from the meddling intervention of priests and the church. Alongside Tyndale were Coverdale, perhaps a greater poet but lacking Tyndale’s scholarship, Cranmer, John Rogers and others. But what has anchored the King James Bible as literature in English is precisely the element in language which has placed Shakespeare at the very pinnacle of poetic greatness. It is the combination of extraordinary vision – in the Bible above all a religious vision, in Shakespeare, who was, after all, a mere poet, an historical, tragic and comic vision – with a language that is that of the common man, accessible and sharp, yet pliant and durable – the fabric of all great poetry.

Thus, finally, T. S. Eliot’s point is well taken – that the King James Bible has had an influence upon English literature not so much because it has been considered as literature, but because it has been considered as the report of the Word of God. Equally, however, precisely because it stands as a magnificent monument of English literature, it has declared all the more gloriously its status as Holy Scripture, a book with the capacity to find me at greater depths of my being than all other books in literature with which, as a text, it  endlessly converses and exchanges.

Abstract – The King James Bible, Shakespeare and English Literature.


The King James Bible of 1611 was a book translated into English for our salvation and for eternal life. It was not designed ‘as literature’ but as the word of God, and in 1935 the poet T. S. Eliot, maintained that to treat it merely as literature would indicate the end of its ‘literary’ influence.

Prepared under the authority of King James after the Hampton Court Conference of 1604, the King James Bible was essentially conservative, based on a long line of earlier English Bibles, but above all the translations of William Tyndale, whose wish was to produce a Bible that could be understood by all and thus weaken the power of church and its clergy. 


The great plays of William Shakespeare are more or less contemporary with the publication of the new Bible. Shakespeare, whose plays are saturated with biblical allusions, shared with Tyndale a mastery of ‘common’ English, and nowhere more so than in the language of Hamlet. At the same time, Hamlet might be regarded as one of the first great psychological portraits of the theology and religious ethos that underlies the English Reformation and which drove the scholarship of the King James translators. Hamlet is a man aware that he lives in a fallen world in which the ‘times are out of joint’, and that he is ‘predestined’ to ‘set it right’. Yet he himself is part of fallen nature, as are other characters in the play – Claudius, for example, whose ‘prayers fly up’ yet whose thoughts remain steadfastly on earth.

Another of the great figures in English literature at that time was the poet and clergyman George Herbert. By virtue of his calling he would read the new Bible every day, and thus his poetry could hardly fail to echo to its resonances. Many of his poems were written to be sung as hymns, and remain in use to the present day. As in the parables of the gospels, Herbert drew on the events of everyday life in his spiritual poetry – people going on journeys, cleaning rooms, even a woman using a mirror to enable them to apply cosmetics to her face. Both Shakespeare and Herbert look back to their great predecessor in the composition of songs (the psalms), that is King David himself. But they are members of a great tradition that continues to the present day. The King James Bible continues to reverberate in contemporary English poetry such as that of Louis MacNeice and Denise Levertov, its words and language, in a poem of MacNeice, remaining powerful in peoples’ hearts and imaginations, and still “stand up better to bombs than a granite monolith.”


Returning for a moment to an earlier time in English literature, the poetry of William Blake at the end of the eighteenth century claims to be writing in direct descent to the poetry of the great prophets themselves, Isaiah and Ezekiel. Through the poetry of the King James Bible itself, Blake regards himself in an unbroken literary and prophetic tradition that stretches back to biblical times themselves. At the same time, his Romantic contemporary, S. T. Coleridge, firmly asserts the primacy of the Bible in literature, writing that “in the Bible there is more that finds me than I have experienced in all other books put together.”


The popularity of the King James Bible was slow to develop. At first it had its critics, and although it is known as the Authorized Version, it was never actually authorized as such. This common description actually dates from the nineteenth century. Furthermore, although it clearly contains literature of genius and extraordinary beauty, there are passages in it that are almost unintelligible and grammatically incoherent, especially where the scholarship of the day was defeated by textual obscurity in the Hebrew, and to a much lesser extent, the Greek. Nevertheless, the language of the King James Bible is rarely less than memorable. Yet although it must takes its place amongst the greatest of English literature, alongside Shakespeare, Milton and Donne, it does so as a book whose influence upon literature and culture is pervasive precisely because it has been for centuries considered, in T. S. Eliot’s words, “as the report of the Word of God.” And even in an age in the West when religion might seem to be in decline, this power remains and the King James Bible is still one of the best loved and most well known of all English texts.
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