
Richard III’s Books:
111 English New  Testament

P. W. HAMMOND

THE  ENGLISH  translation of the New Testament perhaps once owned by
Richard of Gloucester, is a  version  of the “Wycliffe“ or “Lollard” translation of
the Bible.  There  are a very large number of  manuscripts  of this translation
extant, Forshall and Madden, the nineteenth  century editors, located 170
manuscripts and nearly seventy others have come to  light  since.l The earliest
date from  about  1380, and the  translation  has  been  the subject of considerable
controversy as to when, who by, and  why, the translation was made.  These
questions, together with the  possible  ownership by Richard  III, and the
significance, if any, of his ownership, will be the subject of  this  paper.

The  Manuscript
This  is  a  quarto volume, lO'/z by 974 inches, now owned by the New York

Public Library, who were  given  it by J. J. Astor in 1884.2 It was owned  until
1875 by Thomas  Banister ‘of the Inner Temple’, as he describes himself on  a
modem flyleaf at the  beginning of the manuscript. Banister owned the Bible in
1850  when  Forshall and Madden used it as their  manuscript  S, but it is not
known  how  long Banister had owned it, nor from where he obtained it, nor is
there any evidence  that  he was a collector of  such  manuscripts.J It is not  known
who  else  owned it after the  fifteenth  century.

The manuscript consists of six  plus  276 vellum pages.‘1 It is bound in
sheepskin, and was written in a two column  format  about  1390. The first six
pages contain a  Kalendar  of the Saints, with  the  lessons inserted in English in a
different  hand  to the body of the text, but written at about the  same  time.5 The
Kalendar  is for the usage of Sarum as is usually the  case  but is much fuller than
usual, following the Kalendar of the Sarum Breviary fairly closely. The main
text  contains all the  books  of the New Testament, with all the  usual  Prologues
(that  is, Introductions), but without the explanatory notes  in the  margins
(glosses), which  some manuscripts  have.  A later  hand  of c.1700 has gone over
the  text, making a  few additions, and  adding page numbers, and chapter and
verse  numbers in the margins.  There  are occasional annotations in what is
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probably the same  hand, chiefly catchwords, and extensions of abbreviations,
but in  a  few  cases giving explanations of medieval words, e.g.  ‘cymfan’ is glossed
as ‘symphonie’. The Prologues are distinguished by encircling with  a line, and  a
few  words  at the end of each verse are underlined.  This  annotation must have
taken considerable time and argues great  interest  by its author. There are also
very rare instances of chapter numbers in a fifteenth century hand. The opening
initial of each chapter is decorated.6 Forshall and Madden used the Prologues
to the Epistle to the Romans, and to the Epistles of Peter, John  and Jude and
the Apocalypse from this manuscript, and collated it  verbatim  throughout with
their  other  texts.7 '

On the  last  page of the Bible are several names, and partial inscriptions,
mostly in a  hand  of about  [500  (according to F orshall and Madden).B At the top
is  a  short invocation to Christ, Our Lady and St. John, ending with the names
John  Glydd  and John Marten. Under the  text  is  a  note  concerning one  John
Thomas  of Westfyrle (in East Sussex, near Lewes), and the  beginning of a writ
in the name of  a  King Henry to the Sheriff of Sussex concerning 3  Richard
Mygmore.  This  last  piece is in an earlier hand, possibly of the time of Henry IV.
There  are several  modern  flyleaves, the first  containing a note  referring to an
earlier edition of  this  Bible by John  Lewis, and  signed  ‘EJ’." Next  to the
ownership inscription of Banister  previously mentioned, then  a  title page
ascribing the translation to  John  Wycliffe in  1371.  Both  the first and last of
these  inscriptions are in a hand of the early eighteenth century, (perhaps both by
‘EJ’), the probable  date  of the flyleaves and binding. At the bottom of the first
page of the Kalendar, and now very nearly illegible, are the words  a  vous  me ly
Gloucestre,  in a fifteenth  century hand.

 

A  voux  me ly.  Glouceslre.  A  drawing of the now  almost illegible  inscription  on p.l of the  Kalendar.
The  size  of the  original  is not  exactly reproduced  By Julian Rowe.
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Fifteenth Century Ownership
On the inscription  given  above  rests the  case  for  Richard  111  having once

owned  this  manuscript.  This ownership was accepted by Forshall and
Madden.m It must, of  course, refer either  to  Richard, Humphrey or  Thomas  of
Gloucester, the  only three Dukes of Gloucester in this period. It  seems very
unlikely that  it was ever owned by Duke  Humphrey, although  De  Ricci  and
Wilson“ believed  that  it  was, since  there  is no  trace  of lay ownership of  such
bibles  in  Humphrey’s  lifetime, nor are  there  any suchbibles  amongst  the
manuscripts  he  bequeathed  to Oxford  University. Thomas  of  Gloucester
certainly did own an English bible,l2 but it is  somewhat  grander than  the one
being discussed here  which is  a  utilitarian volume. It is not  known what motto
Thomas  used, Humphrey had  oale  e!  belle.  but we do  know that  Richard  used
oaulté  me  lie,  which is very close  to  a  vous  me 1y.  Nothing definite  can now be
determined  from  the handwriting. The signature  certainly bears comparison
with  other  examples  of  Richard’s, and it is not  very like examples of  Duke
Humphrey’s.  No signature for  Thomas  of  Woodstock  has  been  located.'3 The
manuscript  itself is in the  style  of  Richard’s  other  books, which  seem  largely to
have been  plain rather  than  ornamented  volumes.  We  know  too  that  he did own
a  manuscript containing versions in English of Old  Testament  stories, a  useful
complement to  a  New  Testament." It  would thus  seem  that  on  balance  the  most
likely fifteenth century owner of this New Testament was  Richard  of
Gloucester.

Contents -
The  text  of the Bible is in  what  is  known  as the Early Version  (EV), of the

translation. The Wycliffe  Bible exists  basically in  this  form and  a  Later  Version
(LV).  The Early Version represents the first translation, and is much  more
literal than the later one. The  texts  of the EV are in fact  difficult  to understand
because  the Latin word order is retained, as are the Latin constructions, for
example, 'the  which’ for  qui, and  ‘son  of god  living’ for  filius  dei  vivi.  This was
done largely because of the  influence  of St. Jerome, who in his discussion of
biblical translation had laid  down  the principle  that  every word of the  text  was
sacred, and  that  even the order of the words was  a  mystery that must  be
preserved.” This method did not on the whole produce  a  Very satisfactory text,
and by the  13905  a  completely fresh translation had  been  prepared, probably by
John  Purvey, a  prominent supporter of Wycliffe." Purvcy had realised  that  it
was not necessary to use the same word  each  time to translate a Latin word, and
that context  was important  too, as he  explained  in his  General Prologue  (or
Introduction) to the translation. It was not necessary he said to translate after
the words but after the sentence  (that  is, taking the meaning into account): ‘to
Englisshe it aftir the word, wolde be derk and douteful’.l7 This of course was to
realise that in English the meaning and the relationship between words is
established by word order and not by case.

The present manuscript is an  example  of the Early Version  not the Later,
but it is not one of the earliest examples. The EV in fact shades to some  extent
into the LV.m The later forms of the EV represent revisions, apparent attempts
to make it  a little  less difficult to understand. Revision seems in  many ways to
have  been a  continuous process, and there are manuscripts showing many of the
changes in the translation culminating in the  LV.'9 The process of improvement
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is shown  largely by the addition, after an obscure phrase or word, of an
explanation in English (a  gloss), introduced by ‘or’. Later the explanation was
sometimes used  first, and finally the explanation only was used, for example the
first  translation of  redemptionem  in some manuscripts is the old English
‘ayenbiynge’, later ‘ayenbyinge or redempcioun’, then ‘redempcioun or
ayenbiynge’, and finally ‘redempcioun’.2° Manuscript  S  is an interesting
example of one of these intermediate  forms.  It is  also  interesting, if Dr. Fristedt
is correct, in representing the dialect of the earliest translations. Fristedt argues
that the dialect is  that  of the Midlands, probably that  of the East Midlands, that
is Leicestershire.  John  Wycliffe lived in his parish of Lutterworth, in
Leicestershire for the last four years of his life  (1380-84); this  supports Fristedt's
theory that, contrary to the usual view held at present, Wycliffe  took  a large
practical part in at  least  revising the translation.2l One of the most typical of the
idiosyncracies of this dialect was the ending ‘ende' or ‘ande’ to the present
participles as in ‘comende’ in the  following example:

Gospel  of St.  John,  chapter 1, verses l to 14.
In the  begynyng was the word  that  is  godis  some  and the word was at god

and god was the  word. This  was in the bigynyng at god alle thingis ben made
and withouten him is maad  noght  that thing is made. Was [if in him and lif was
light of men. And the  light  shyneth in derknesses and darknesses oprehendiden,
or token, not it. A man was sent  from  god to who the name was jon.  This  man
cam  into witnessing that  he  shulde bern  witnessing of the light  that  alle men
shulden bileeve by hym.  He was not that  light  but  that  he shuld bern witnessing
of the light. It was a verre light the wiche  lightneth  eche man comende in to this
world. He was in the world and the world was maad bi  hym, and the world
knegh  hym  not.  He cam  into  his owne thingis and hise rescevneden not  hym.
Forsoche  hou manye ever rescevuedcn hym, he gaf to hem power to be made the
sones of god, to hem  that  beleeven in his name. The whiche not of blodis neith
of the wil of  flesh  neith of the wil of man but ben born of god. And the word
that is  godis  sone  is made  flesh, or man, and  hath  dwellid in us and wee hau see
the glozrzie of  hym, as of the one bigeten of the fader the some ful of  grace  and
truthe. '

As noted above Dr. Fristedt in his extensive writings on the subject
believed firmly that John Wycliffe played at  least  a  part in producing the
translation of the Bible  which  bears his name, probably in  helping to produce
one of the revisions of EV.23 This is disputed by other  scholars, who argue quite
reasonably that  there  is no real evidence for Wycliffe participating in the work
at all, although  there is no reason why he should not have supervised or
encouraged the project.24 He undoubtedly did  translate  large parts of the Bible,
chiefly the New  Testament, this is  known from  his English sermons.  This
version is different  however, (and indeed in many ways considerably different
and clearer), to any of the translations  which  bear his name.” This  need not by
itself  prove  that  he played no part in translating the  ‘Wycliffite’ Bible, since he
and his followers believed  that  the translations were  necessary so  that  ‘simple
folk’ should  understand  Holy Writ,26 not so  that  the translators could read it.
Such  scholars could, and  doubtless  did, translate  at sight when they had to.
Other  Lollards certainly made  their  own translations.”
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Various  names have  been  proposed as translators of the Bible. Purvey, who
is generally accepted as the revisor or translator of the LV, as noticed above,
and Nicholas Hereford, (another prominent Lollard and follower of Wycliffe)
as leading members of  a  group, if not the sole translators of the EV.  John
Trevisa has also been suggested. He translated Higden's  Polychrom‘con, and  a
very persuasive case has been made out for his participation, perhaps with
Hereford, in translating the EV, from perhaps as early as 1372.28 There  were
translations of at  least  parts of the Bible  extant  before  this in the fourteenth
century, for  example  the Psalter, the Pauline Gospels, and  a  version of parts of
the New Testament. This last probably came from the  North  or West
Midlands.29 These were little  known, and survive in very small  numbers, unlike
the  ‘Wycliffe' Bibles, but they may have  provided the necessary impetus  (along
with Wycliffe’s views), for  what  seems to have rapidly become  a  group activity
in Bible translation, culminating in  Purvey’s  translation of the mid-1390s.30

The  Significance  of  Owning a Bible Translation
The Constitutions of Oxford of  1408, promulgated by Archbishop Arundel

of Canterbury, forbade the translation of  ‘any text  of  Holy Scripture into the
English tongue  .  .  . by way of book, booklet or treatise’, and it went on to
forbid the reading of this kind of  book  etc., recently composed in the time of
John Wycliffe under penalty of excommunication. This condemnation
undoubtedly extended to the  whole  of the Bible}I It was  thus  forbidden to read
the only translation of the whole Bible into English  that a  fifteenth century lay
person was  likely to  have  access to. It must be stressed  though  that  this  Bible
was not heretical in any way. The  only heretical part of a  ‘Wycliffe’ Bible was in
the General Prologue (i.e. Introduction), by John  Purvey, which  most  copies in
fact lacked.  There  is generally very little evidence for lay ownership of  such
Bibles in the fifteenth century, and none at all before about  I450.  There  are
examples  of  nuns  owning them before this date, but it seems  likely that  fear of
Lollardy ensured  that  until the middle of the century even  kings  and nobles had
no wish to own an English Bible, in  case they attracted  a charge of heresy, but
that  after  this  the earlier practice of  tacitly licensing .the  rich and noble
individual to own a copy, if  they so wished, was resumed. Certainly after about
1450  there  is a  little  evidence for lay ownership of English Bibles. 0f kings of
England, Henry VII owned  one, as did Henry VI. The latter gave his to the
Carthusians at Sheen.  This  particular Bible contained the first, non-heretical,
chapter of the General Prologue}2 The existence of this copy must  disprove a
suggestion  that  Richard was the  first  English  king to  have  read the Bible in his
own tongue.” Miss Deansley located seventeen  examples  of English Bibles
being bequeathed, in  a  sample of 7578 wills before 1527, (three of  these  before
I408), evidence of a very small but definite  body of ownership.“ Richard  was
thus  not  alone  in  owning such  a Bible, although  perhaps  unusual.  It was not a
mark of heresy to own an  English  translation of the Bible, although it was
probably a sign of an independent  mind.
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