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The Story of Creation:
A study of the knowledge creation phase of information transfer using the King James Bible as example
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“Oh that my words were now written!  oh that they were printed in a book!”
--Book of Job 19:23, Authorized (King James) Version, 1611

One of the best ways to analyze the phases of the information transfer cycle is to compare the impact of the process between similar types of knowledge.  A strong example of this is in comparing the information transfer cycles of various translations of the Bible.  Doing so allows for not only comparisons between different versions of similar knowledge, but also between different societies.  Perhaps the most successful translation of the Bible, when compared to both other translations of its time and to more contemporary Bibles, is the King James Version (KJV).  For the most part, the success of this version can be attributed to one phase of the information transfer cycle: creation.  The KJV Bible, unlike many others, did more than simply re-tell old stories, it actually changed the stories themselves, created new knowledge from the ashes of the old.  This was a daring move for the times, and one that has been tried since with not as much success.
According to Metzger (1989), before the King James Version of the Bible was written, there were two major translations vying for people’s attention: the immensely popular Geneva Bible, which enjoyed over 150 editions, and the Bishop’s Bible, which was preferred by the church authorities and ran through twenty editions.  These two books were produced in 1560 and 1568, respectively.  Since the Guttenberg printing press was invented in the 1440’s, neither of these translations would have suffered from production difficulties as far as technology was concerned.  Dissemination and diffusion were highly successful for each.  Metzger makes us aware that Shakespeare and the pilgrims on the Mayflower were very fond of the Geneva Bible, and the church decreed the Bishop’s Bible as the official text for the church with the Convocation of Canterbury ordering it placed in all cathedrals.  According to Williams (1964), “But however much the Great Bible [later known as the Bishop’s Bible] may have expounded the supremacy of the King, it also brought to the laity an intelligible version of the scriptures, and with the appearance of the lighter and more easily handled Geneva Bible in 1557, the Word of God was available for all who could read.”  With this sort of equity among the scriptures, one version of the Bible should have been as good as the next.  The King James Version upset the even playing field.
Creation of new knowledge depends upon the creator and the creator’s environment.  In the case of KJV, the creator was actually a group of people working together under the direction of King James the VI of Scotland and I of England.  He was known as the “scholar king.”  Like most royalty, his upbringing was overseen by many tutors.  The most influential of these was George Buchanan.  Broadhurst (1996) writes, “It was under Mr. Buchanan’s strict teaching methods that King James became one of the most learned and intellectually curious men ever to sit on any throne.”  Because of this intelligence, King James’ mind became accustomed to questioning what was known and seeking for the truth in all areas of study.  Thus, when Puritan leader John Reynolds proposed a new translation of the Bible in 1604, King James accepted the challenge and felt no qualms ordering an original translation rather than a re-working of either of the two major Bibles.  In other words, he was not afraid to create a new English text.
When King James chose the men for his ordered translation, he was able to perceive the need for not just theologians with an agenda, but intellectuals seeking the truth of the original texts.  He began by reviewing lists of recommended translators from various religious leaders.  Displeased with the results, he followed the advice of Hugh Broughton who presented himself before the king, although no one had recommended him for the task.  Of him, Manguel (1996) says, “Broughton (who had, as mentioned, already translated the Bible on his own) argued that a multiplicity of minds were needed to solve the endless problems of sense and meaning, preserving, at the same time, an overall coherence.”  A multiplicity of minds, indeed, was selected for the task.  On the translating team were Lancelot Andrews, who had mastered 15 languages; William Bedwell, a master of Arabic; Miles Smith, who spoke four non-English languages; Henry Savile, who tutored Queen Elizabeth in Greek and mathematics; John Bois, who mastered Hebrew reading and writing at age six; and many other skilled men of linguistics and theology (Waite, 1998).  King James’ selection of translators again demonstrates his desire for a fresh approach powered by intelligence.  He wanted a Bible that, unlike its predecessors, would not sound like a hodge podge of numerous texts but would speak to the people with one, clear, poetic voice.  Of this, Manguel writes:
These forty-nine men achieved, in their private interpretations and communal blendings, an extraordinary balance of accuracy, a respect for traditional phrasing and an overall style that read not like a new work but like something long-existing.  So accomplished was their result that several centuries later, when the King James Bible was established as one of the masterpieces of English prose, Rudyard Kipling imagined a story in which Shakespeare and Ben Jonson collaborated on the translation of a few verses of Isaiah for the great project.
To make such a blended effort sound so unified definitely required knowledge creation, not merely re-presenting older texts.
The language of the one voice for King James’ Bible was never in question.  For the people to respond as he wanted, it could only be written in English.  At the time, English was a very young language, just barely beginning to be recognizable as what we use today.  Allison (1993) writes, “The translators decided not to try for a literal word-by-word translation, not to make their fresh new vernacular only a servant to the ancient languages, but to use its suppleness and subtleties to capture the spirit and meaning of the original.”  Because, in those days, the Bible was often the only book a person read in his or her lifetime, the English used for the KJV solidified into official English fairly quickly.  Allison quotes Macaulay, who called the result, “the book which if everything else in our language should perish, would alone suffice to show the whole extent of its beauty and power.”  Thus, the KJV translation straddled the creation of two types of knowledge: revised Biblical texts and the blossoming English language.  It is this creation of new knowledge, first and foremost, that gives KJV the advantage over other Bibles.
Since 1611, KJV has steadily become the number one version of the Bible for most English-speaking Christians.  Says Metzger (1989), “It took some forty years before the 1611 Bible replaced the Geneva Bible in the affection of the people.  But once established it became the Bible of the English-speaking people.  In its various forms and editions it continues to be one of the most widely read Bibles in English.”  This is further evidenced by sales rankings at Amazon.com (1998).  The highest ranked edition of KJV is at 37,125.  The next highest ranked Bible is the New American Standard at 38,410.  The New International Version and the New Living Version do not even come close to these figures, ranking in at 61,432 and 61,806, respectively.
Although some of these translations have been produced with more accuracy to the old texts than KJV and written in more modern English, in many people’s minds KJV is still the definitive version of the Bible.  In fact, many modern versions are merely revisions of KJV.  Perhaps the reason that none fair quite as well is because KJV and English were birthed together.  Or, perhaps it is because of the singular voice of KJV sings high above the choir of other translations.  No one may ever be able to pin the cause to one single aspect of the work.  But, obviously, it is due to an extraordinary creation of new knowledge, the most important phase in KJV’s information transfer cycle.
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