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Ferrell, a professor of early modern history and literature at Claremont Graduate 
University in California, provides an engaging and provocative tour of the extraordinary 
selective history of the Bible from the Latin Vulgate to the contemporary Revolve, 
beginning with a collection of Christian Bibles, nearly all in English and all produced by 
Anglo-Americans. She focuses on the English-speaking world and charts the fascinating 
journey of the Bible from manuscripts to the Gutenberg volumes, Bibles commissioned 
by kings and queens, salesmenÕs door-to-door Bibles, childrenÕs Bibles, Gideon Bibles, 
teen magazine Bibles, such as Revolve and Refuel, fashion-conscious Bibles illustrated with 
glossy pictures and make-up tips. Her research covers 174 first editions of different 
English-language Bibles over the last millennium, including an eleventh-century monastic 
Bible, one of the most beautiful things she has ever seen. The Bible has been endlessly 
adapted to meet the changing needs of religion, politics, and the reading public, while 
keeping its special status of a sacred text. It is the most bought and the most stolen book 
in history for the precise reason that it is not easy to understand. 

There are no originals surviving for the Bible. Christians in the first century determined to 
add a second set of texts to the Hebrew Bible and in the fourth century determined to 
translate the composite text (in Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek) into one coherent and 
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narrative Latin text. Surprisingly, Christians do not celebrate a holiday in memory of the 
Bible, as the Jewish people do at Simchat Torah, to make the conclusion of their reading of 
the Torah and the beginning afresh. In fact, Christians read the Bible Òby fits and starts: 
no lectionary covers every one of its chapters and all of its versesÓ (251) 

Ferrell insists that it is simply not true, as Protestant theologians have insisted, that the 
Middle Ages, a time when literacy was discouragingly low, did not know the Bible. But it 
is important to remember that widespread illiteracy does not of necessity mean biblical 
ignorance. Rather, in an age of few Bibles the medieval people learned Bible stories and 
messages through plays, images, and clerical reading aloud. Thus she argues that the 
medieval Bible was neither as elite nor inaccessible as has been claimed. Neither was the 
Reformation Bible as popular or as accessible as has often been taught. The Bible remained 
a remarkably stable text, the same work so painstakingly copied by hand onto vellum one 
thousand years ago. The first American Bibles were not all that American or even British 
or Protestant. In 1775, the first Continental Congress banned the importation of books 
and Bibles from England. Protestant leaders exercised surprisingly strong control over 
how people actually read their Bibles. Our first Bibles in America were in Spanish, 
German, and Algonquian.  

Ferrell emphasizes that the Geneva Bible (1560), the best-selling English Bible of the era, 
became the primary if unofficial source for English Puritanism and persisted in radical 
Scotland. It was the first English Bible to be printed in easier-on-the-eye Roman type and 
to feature numbered verses and chaptersÑ today it would be called The Bible for Dummies, 
with its multitude of helps to assist the common reader. On the contrary, the famous King 
James Authorized Version (1611) arose during a period of deepening conservatism in both 
Britain and Europe and aimed at undoing the radicalism of the Geneva Bible (e.g., in Isa 
1:18, ÒCome let us reason togetherÓ replaces ÒCome now, let us argue it outÓ). 

Each chapter of this study examines one of the general tenets of the Christian belief in 
practice as it played out in Britain and America from the Middle Ages to the present: Òthe 
meaning of tradition and church authority; the meanings of orthodoxy, heresy, 
reformation, and schism; the mandate to mission; the significance of ÒcanonÓ; and, 
inevitably the impact of secularism, denominational diversity, and consumer culture as 
the modern age gave way to the most-modernÓ (5).  

Interesting chapters include ÒOn Not Understanding The BibleÓ (ch. 5) and ÒExtra-
illustrating The BibleÓ (ch. 6). Ferrell concludes that the Reformers had advocated 
universal access to a book that was at the same time Òeccentric and essential, bewildering 
and bewitchingÓ (156), for in several languages it reflected Òthe values of Jews and 
Christians from very different societies, written by myriad authors over many centuries 
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and often posed an insuperable intellectual challenge to the very Christians who wrought 
the age of sola scripturaÑ even more so the ordinary lay readers for whom they laboredÓ 
(156). 

In her chapter on ÒExtra-illustrating The Bible,Ó Ferrell shows how all kinds of study aids 
were included in Bibles: pronunciation guides, foldout maps, footnotes, charts, graphs, 
glosses, illustrations, marginalia, annotations, cultural changes, political upheaval, textual 
criticism, artistic devotion, religious partisanship, and liturgical innovations became part 
of the BibleÕs very human biography. I was fascinated to see included what she called Òthe 
printing of one of the first mass-produced modern study Bibles,Ó the excellent Catholic 
Study Bible, edited by Donald Senior (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990). She 
gives the prize to the Huntington LibraryÕs sixty-six volume Kitto Bible, arguably the 
largest Bible in the world, which was created from the excised pages of a vast array of 
European Bibles and crammed with more than thirty thousand European and British 
watercolors and prints. The largest number of prints dealt with such subjects as the 
prodigal son, Job in despair, Herod in his rage, NoahÕs ark, and the empty tomb. This 
shows how the Bible has been endlessly trimmed, expanded, and refashioned to meet the 
needs of religion, politics, and popular demand. Yet the heart of the Bible has remained a 
remarkably stable text. Originality as a mark of genius was not a common idea until the 
nineteenth centuryÑ before that to be able to memorize well was considered to perform a 
creative art. 

I like this exploration of such a vast subject and will often consult it in the years to come. 


