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It is not uncommon to read statements like “Throughout medieval times . . . It was illegal to translate the Bible into local languages.”[footnoteRef:1] The assumption is that “The clergy wished to maintain exclusive knowledge of the text while scholars sought to open the Bible to the common reader.”[footnoteRef:2] [1:  “Illegal English Bible c. 1400.” BL.uk (British Library). N.d. 29 Mar. 2022. <bl.uk/learning/timeline/item107718. html>.]  [2:  Barnstone, Willis. “The Bloody History of Bible Translators.” LAReviewofBooks.org. 11 Nov. 2017. 29 Mar. 2022. Web.] 


It is probably true that one motive for suppressing Bible translations was to control the narrative. For example, Archbishop Arundel complained in 1401 that by translations “The pearl of the Gospel is scattered abroad and trodden underfoot by swine.”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Ibid.] 


Nevertheless, translations of the Bible have actually been common throughout Church history.



In antiquity (AD 30-500), the early Church allowed translations of the Bible to circulate freely. Translations existed in Greek,[footnoteRef:4] Aramaic, Egyptian,[footnoteRef:5] Syriac, Latin,[footnoteRef:6] Gothic, Armenian, Georgian, Ethiopian, and Nubian. [4:  There were four Greek translations of the Old Testament: the Septuagint (c. 200s-100s BC) and translations by Aquila of Sinope (100s AD), Theodotion (100s AD), and Symmachus the Ebionite (200s AD).]  [5:  In the Coptic dialects of Bohairic, Fayyumic, Sahidic, Akhmimic, and Mesokemic, all c. first century AD.]  [6:  There were two Latin translations: the Old Latin (c. 100s AD) and the Vulgate (Jerome’s translation, AD 382-405).] 


In the middle ages (c. 500-c. 1500), the Church continued to allow translations. There were partial or complete translations into Anglo-Saxon (Old English),[footnoteRef:7] German, Slavonic, French, Czech, Hungarian, Catalan, and middle English. [7:  There was no complete Bible translation, but 8 Old Testament books were translated, and there were 6 different translations of the gospels.] 


But two heretical movements (promoting doctrines contrary to Church teaching), Catharism and Waldensianism, prompted Pope Innocent III in 1199 to ban heretical translations. In 1234 synods in Toulouse and Tarragona went further and outlawed all unauthorized versions.

But authorized translations were still permitted. Three translations in French circulated freely,[footnoteRef:8] and three translations in Italian circulated freely.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  The three were: Jean le Bon’s translation, 1226-50; Guyart des Moulins’s Bible historiale, 1297; and Raoul de Presles’ Bible de Charles V, 1377. (“Bible Translations into French.” Wikipedia. 27 Aug. 2021. 24 Sept. 2021. Web.)]  [9:  The three were: Nicolò Malermi’s Malermi Bible, 1471; Fra Zaccaria’s New Testament, 1542; Santi Marmochino’s Bible, 1543. (“Bible Translations into Italian.” Wikipedia. 1 Sept. 2021. 24 Sept. 2021. Web.)] 




The big crackdown came in England. John Wyclif taught heretical doctrines, so in 1382 a church court condemned 24 of his teachings. Consequently, after Wyclif’s translation into middle English appeared (1383), a synod at Oxford banned it (1408). The synod went further, declaring all unauthorized translations into English to be heretical.

In the 1500s, after the Protestant Reformation began (1517), two English Protestant translators, William Tyndale and John Rogers, were burned at the stake. “. . . England remained fixed for over a century in a position well behind other European countries with regard to vernacular translations.”[footnoteRef:10] And the idea that the Catholic Church generally suppressed Bible translations became an idée fixé. [10:  Wansbrough, Henry. “Roman Catholics and the Bible in English.” The Bible in TransMission. Spring 2010. 17 Sept. 2010. Web. <biblesociety.org.uk>.] 


After Henry VIII broke with the Catholic Church and created the Church of England (the Anglican Church) in 1534, Calvinist-leaning Anglicans translated the Bible (the Geneva Bible, 1560). They included introductions and notes that favored their (very Protestant) interpretations. King James I disapproved (he was more Catholic-leaning) and authorized a new translation, which became the King James Version (1611). But in fact a Catholic translation (the Douai-Rheims Bible, created on the Continent in 1609) had already appeared in England in 1610.



Since translations into other modern European languages were not banned if they were not heretical, and since translations into English were allowed if they were authorized, it seems that the Catholic Church did not try to prevent the laity from reading the Bible so much as it tried to prevent the laity from reading heretical Bibles.

