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THE GENEVA BIBLE 1599: A
HISTORICAL AND LITERARY
TREASURE

For  centuries,  the  Geneva  Bible  has
stood  as  a  landmark  of  both  religious
history and the English language. Among
its  many  editions,  the  1599  printing
holds a uniquely cherished place. Often
called the "Bible of the Pilgrims" or the
"Breeches Bible," this translation was the
first  English  Bible  to  be  produced  by

Protestant  refugees  in  Geneva,
Switzerland,  during  the  reign  of  the
Catholic  Queen  Mary  I  of  England.
Beyond its  historical  origins,  the  1599
edition  represents  the  mature  and  final
form of the Geneva Bible before it was
gradually  eclipsed  by  the  King  James
V e r s i o n  i n  t h e  1 7 t h  c e n t u r y .
Understanding  the  Geneva  Bible  1599
means exploring a text that shaped the
religious, political, and literary landscape
of the English-speaking world.
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The Origins of
the Geneva Bible

in Exile
The story of the Geneva Bible begins in
the mid-16th century, a period of intense
religious  upheaval.  When  Mary  Tudor
ascended to the English throne in 1553,
she  sought  to  restore  Catholicism,
leading  to  the  persecution  of  many
Protestant  reformers.  Scholars  and
clergy  who  had  supported  the  English
Reformation  fled  to  continental  Europe.
One  of  the  most  influential  refuge
communit ies  formed  in  Geneva,
Switzerland, under the guidance of John
Calvin  and  Theodore  Beza.  There,  a

group of English exiles,  led by William
Whittingham,  began  work  on  a  new
English  translation  of  the  Bible  that
would be more accurate and accessible
than  the  existing  Great  Bible  and  the
Bishops' Bible.
The  first  complete  Geneva  New
Testament appeared in 1557,  with the
full  Bible  following  in  1560.  It  was
revolutionary for several reasons. Unlike
previous  English  Bibles,  the  Geneva
Bible was printed in a readable Roman
typeface  rather  than  the  dense
blackletter script. It used verse numbers,
following  the  system  introduced  by
Robert  Estienne,  which  made  specific
passages  easy  to  find.  The  translators
also  included  extensive  marginal
notes—commentary  that  reflected
R e f o r m e d  t h e o l o g i c a l
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perspectives—which would later become
a point of contention with King James I.
The  Geneva  Bible  quickly  gained
popularity,  becoming  the  household
Bible of English-speaking Protestants for
nearly a century.

Why the 1599
Edition Holds
Special
Significance
The 1599 edition of the Geneva Bible is
particularly  noteworthy  because  it
represents the culmination of decades of
revision and improvement.  By the late

16th century, the translation had been
refined  through  multiple  printings,  each
incorporating  textual  corrections  and
updated  marginal  notes.  The  1599
printing is often considered the definitive
version of the Geneva text. It  was the
edition  carried  by  the  Pilgrims  on  the
Mayflower  in  1620  and  used  by
prominent  figures  such  as  William
Shakespeare,  John  Milton,  and  Oliver
Cromwell.
One  of  the  distinctive  features  of  the
1599  edition  is  its  inclusion  of  the
"Geneva Notes"  in  the margins.  These
notes  were  not  mere  cross-references
but  interpret ive  comments  that
explained passages through a Calvinist
lens,  often  linking  Old  Testament
prophecy  to  contemporary  events.  For
instance, in the book of Revelation, the
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notes  identified  the  Papacy  with  the
Antichrist,  a  reflection  of  the  intense
anti-Catholic sentiment of the era. These
annotations  made the  Bible  a  tool  for
both  personal  devotion  and  political
argument.  The  1599  edition  also
included a variety of helpful appendices:
a detailed chronology, maps of the Holy
Land,  a  table of  proper  names,  and a
guide to reading Scripture daily. These
features made the Bible user-friendly for
the average layperson.

Key Features of
the Geneva Bible

1599
Roman Typeface: Unlike earlier
English Bibles set in blackletter,
the Geneva Bible used a clear
Roman font that was easier to
read, especially for those with
limited literacy. This choice
significantly increased its
accessibility and popularity among
the growing middle class.
Verse Numbering: The Geneva
Bible was the first English Bible to
consistently use verse numbers.
This innovation allowed readers to
quickly locate specific passages
and facilitated the rise of Bible
study and memorization.
Marginal Notes: Perhaps the
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most controversial feature, the
notes offered Protestant
commentary. They explained
difficult passages, clarified
historical context, and often
critiqued the Catholic Church.
These notes were instrumental in
shaping Puritan theology.
Chapter Summaries: At the
beginning of each chapter, a brief
summary of the content was
provided, helping readers grasp
the main themes before diving into
the verses.
Illustrations and Maps: Many
1599 editions included woodcut
illustrations of biblical scenes, as
well as maps of the journey of the
Israelites, the travels of Paul, and
the geography of the Holy Land.

These visual aids enriched the
reading experience.
Quarto Size: The Geneva Bible
was typically printed in a quarto
format, smaller and more portable
than the large folio Bibles used in
churches. This made it practical for
personal and family reading,
further contributing to its
widespread adoption.

One of  the most  endearing nicknames
for  the Geneva Bible  is  the "Breeches
Bible,"  derived  from  its  translation  of
Genesis 3:7. In this version, Adam and
Eve  "made  themselves  breeches"—an
old English word for shorts—instead of
the  more  common  "aprons"  found  in
other Bibles. Such unique phrasings give
the  Geneva  Bible  a  distinct  linguistic
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charm that resonates with collectors and
historians.

Influence on the
King James
Version and
Later
Translations
When  King  James  I  ascended  to  the
English throne in 1603,  he inherited a
religiously divided kingdom. The Geneva
Bible was beloved by Puritans and many
Anglicans,  but the king objected to its
marginal  notes,  which  he  saw  as

sedit ious.  In  his  view,  the  notes
challenged the divine right of kings by
implying  that  earthly  rulers  could  be
resisted if  they opposed God's  will.  At
the Hampton Court Conference in 1604,
James authorized a new translation—one
t h a t  w o u l d  h a v e  n o  m a r g i n a l
commentary and would rely on the best
available Greek and Hebrew texts. The
resulting  King  James  Version  (KJV),
published in 1611, drew heavily from the
Geneva Bible.
Despite  royal  efforts  to  supplant  it,  the
Geneva Bible remained the Bible of the
people  for  decades.  The  1599  edition
continued  to  be  printed  and  read  in
England  and  Scotland  well  into  the
1640s. In the American colonies, it was
the  primary  Bible  until  the  late  17th
century.  Even  after  the  KJV  gained
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official  dominance,  the  Geneva  Bible's
influence  persisted  in  its  phrasing,
vocabulary,  and  theological  concepts.
Many of the familiar expressions found in
the KJV—such as "the powers that be,"
"the  salt  of  the  earth,"  and  "a  good
Samaritan"—actually  first  appeared  in
the  Geneva  translation.

Notable Figures
Who Used the
Geneva Bible
1599
The  Geneva  Bible  1599  shaped  the
minds  and  writ ings  of  many  key

historical  figures.  William  Shakespeare,
for instance, likely read the Geneva Bible
in  his  youth.  Scholars  have  identified
numerous allusions to its phrasing in his
plays,  especially  in  The  Merchant  of
Venice  and  Hamlet.  John  Milton's  epic
poem Paradise Lost draws heavily on the
Geneva  Bible's  theological  framework
and  its  rendering  of  Genesis.  The
Pilgrims who founded Plymouth Colony
in 1620 brought the 1599 Geneva Bible
with them; it  was the text from which
they  read  and  preached  in  the  fledgling
settlement.  Even  Oliver  Cromwell,  the
Lord Protector, was known to favor the
Geneva translation for its plain style and
strong Calvinist overtones.
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Structure and
Contents of the

1599 Edition
A typical 1599 Geneva Bible includes the
full Old and New Testaments, along with
the  Apocrypha.  The  Old  Testament
follows the Hebrew canon, while the New
Testament is translated from the Greek
Textus Receptus. The 1599 version also
contains introductory materials such as a
dedication to Queen Elizabeth I  (whom
the  exiles  saw  as  a  deliverer)  and  a
preface  titled  "To  the  Reader,"  which
explains  the  translators'  methods.
Additionally,  the  Bible  includes  a
calendar  for  reading  the  Psalms  and

Proverbs on specific days, a table of the
books  of  the  Bible,  and  an  extensive
index  of  "common  places"  (topical
references).
The marginal notes vary in length and
complexity.  Some  simply  offer
alternative  translations  of  Hebrew  or
Greek  words,  while  others  provide
extended  theological  commentary.  For
example,  on  Romans  13:5,  a  note
emphasizes the need to obey rulers "for
conscience  sake,"  but  other  notes
elsewhere temper this by implying that
obedience  is  conditional  when  rulers
command what is contrary to God's law.
This nuanced approach gave readers a
framework  for  navigating  political
authority that was both respectful  and
critical,  a  balance  that  would  prove
essential during the English Civil War.



The Geneva Bible 1599 9

9

The Geneva
Bible 1599 in
Modern Times
Today,  the  Geneva  Bible  1599  is
experiencing  a  resurgence  of  interest
among  scholars,  col lectors,  and
Christians  who appreciate  its  historical
significance  and  its  raw,  early-modern
English.  Several  modern  facsimile
editions have been published, allowing a
new generation to read the text in its
original  form.  While  the  language  can
fee l  a r cha i c  t o  con tempora ry
r e a d e r s — w o r d s  l i k e  " w o t , "
"peradventure,"  and  "charity"  appear
frequently—the  translation  offers  a

direct connection to the past. Many Bible
enthusiasts value the Geneva Bible for
its  fidelity  to  the  underlying  languages
and its lack of the political compromises
that shaped later versions.
Interestingly,  the  1599  edition  is  also
prized for its literary quality. Unlike the
more  ornate  and rhythmic  King  James
Version,  the  Geneva  Bible's  prose  is
often  more  direct  and  straightforward.
This plainness appealed to the Puritans,
who preferred simplicity in worship and
translation.  For  example,  in  Psalm 23,
the Geneva Bible reads, "The Lord is my
shepherd, I  shall  not want. He maketh
me to rest in green pasture, and leadeth
me by the still  waters."  The KJV's  "He
maketh  me  to  l ie  down  in  green
pastures" is  arguably more poetic,  but
the Geneva version captures the same
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meaning with fewer words.

How the Geneva
Bible 1599
Changed Bible
Reading
The Geneva Bible transformed the way
ordinary people engaged with Scripture.
Before its arrival, the English Bible was
mostly  a  church  book,  read  aloud  by
clergy.  The  Geneva  edition,  with  its
personal  size,  verse  numbers,  and
explanatory  notes,  encouraged  private
reading  and  family  devotions.  It
democratized  biblical  knowledge.  The

marginal  notes,  while  controversial,
empowered  readers  to  interpret  the
Bible for themselves, directly challenging
the authority of the established church.
This shift laid the groundwork for the rise
of  individualism  and  literacy  in  the
English-speaking  world.  The  1599
edition,  in  particular,  represents  the
peak of this movement, as it came at a
time when the demand for  Bibles was
soaring  and  printing  technology  had
improved  to  allow  for  mass  production.

Collecting the
Geneva Bible
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1599: Practical
Tips
Antique copies of the 1599 Geneva Bible
are  rare  and  highly  valuable.  Original
volumes often have missing pages or are
rebound, and they can command prices
from several  thousand  to  hundreds  of
thousands  of  dol lars  at  auction,
depending on condition and provenance.
For  most  enthusiasts,  affordable
facsimiles or modern-published editions
(such as the 1599 Geneva Bible by Tolle
Lege Press) provide an excellent way to
experience the text. When purchasing a
facsimile, look for one that preserves the
original  spelling  and  typeface,  as  this
maintains  the  historical  flavor.  Many

modern  reprints  also  include  the
marginal notes, which are essential for
understanding the Bible's impact.
Regardless  of  the  format,  reading  the
Geneva Bible  1599 offers  a  window into
the spiritual and intellectual world of the
Reformation  era.  It  reveals  the  fears,
hopes, and convictions of a community
that  risked  everything  to  make  God's
Word accessible in their own language.

Conclusion
The Geneva Bible 1599 is far more than
a historical curiosity. It is a foundational
text that shaped the language, theology,
and  culture  of  the  English-speaking
world.  Its  influence  reaches  from  the
Pilgrim  settlements  in  America  to  the
parliamentary debates in  England,  and
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from the poetry of Milton to the prose of
Shakespeare.  As  the  last  and  most
refined edition of the Geneva translation,
the  1599  version  encapsulates  the
passion for accurate Scripture, the desire
for  personal  faith,  and the  courage of
those who fled persecution to produce a

Bible for the people. Whether studied by
historians,  treasured  by  collectors,  or
read by modern believers,  the Geneva
Bible 1599 continues to speak across the
centuries, reminding us of the enduring
power of the written Word.


