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[WRITING /- WYCLIFFE, JOHN 1 
This sort of writing is known as hieroglyphic WYCLIF~FE (wik'lif), JoHN (about 1320-84). 

writing. It is best represented by the ancient Almost six centuries ago an English priest 
writings of Egypt, chiselled in stone or written stood on trial before the Archbishop of Canter
with a pen or brush on paper made from bury and the Bishop of London. A tall figure, 
the papyrus plant. The Mayas of southern clad in a simple black gown, pale and· thin, 

. Mexico, the most advanced of American with keen, sharply cut features, that bore 
Indians, had developed the art of writing up the marks of earnest study and of self-denial, 
to this point before they were destroyed by he faced his accusers with clear and penetrating 
the warlike Aztecs. . · gaze. It was John Wycliffe, the learned Oxford 

Culture Expressed by Hieroglyphics scholar and teacher. 
As a literary medium the hieroglyphic Wycliffe had been protesting against the 

writing is not to be despised. · It expressed the political elements in the papal system and 
varied culture of the Egyptians, Babylonians, the worldly lives of the clergy. To his 
and Chinese. Indeed, Chinese writing has thinking, lordship and property were held 
never advanced beyond this stage. To-day only by God's grace, and were forfeited if 
the pictorial characters of the written language the holders proved unworthy. 
are still painted with brushes, just as in ancient The Voice of the People 
times when there were no pens or pencils. It might have fared hard with this defiant 
The Babylonians, writing with a wedge-shaped clergyman, had not the people, who had learned 
stylus on soft clay tablets (which were after- to love him for his kindness and the holiness of 

·wards baked), developed a system of wedge- his life, come to his rescue. A crowd of London 
shaped characters called cuneiform writing (from citizens appeared upon the scene and caused 
Latin, cuneus, wedge). In many cases the such a commotion that Wycli:ffe was allowed 
development of the cuneiform characters from to go, with a warning to be careful what he 
the Egyptian hieroglyphs can 1 0 H N w Y c L I F F E , s P u L P I ,1 preached. 
be distinctly traced. Wycli:ffe sent out " poor 

The invention of the alpha- · priests '' Lollards, they, like 
bet, the next step in the his- all his followers, came to be 
tory of writing, was probably called who, dressed in coarse 
made by the Egyptians as russet gowns and carrying 
early as 3000 B.o. Instead of staves, travelled throughout 
syllables, the spoken language the country spreading his 
was reduced to a small number views. 
of separate sounds, each repre- So long as he denounced 
sented by a letter; by corn- rich churchmen Wycliffe was 
bining these letters any word supported by John of Gaunt 
could then be represented. (who was the power behind 
This invention greatly sim- · the throne) and by the great 
plified writing, and to-day nobles. But when he began 
nearly all peoples write in to develop opinions on matters 
alphabetic characters. (See of dogma, he lost the support 
Alphabet.) of the anti-clerical party. 

Hundreds of different kinds In order that the people 
and styles of alphabetic writing themselves, among whom he 
have been used among differ- found his most faithful sup- · 
ent peoples and at different porters, might be able to read 1 ohn Wycliffe was appointed by the 
times. Hebrew, Arabic, Greek, Crown to the R~ctory of Lutterworth in and understand the Bible, he 
and Russian writing still Leicestershire i.n ~374· The picture shows and his associates made the 
flourish alongside our charac- his .pulpit at Lutterworth church. first full translation of it into 
ters, which are derived from the L~tin. In English. This translation had a tremendous 
the Semitic languages (Arabic, Hebrew, . etc.) influence on the lives of the people, setting the 
the writing is from right to left instead of standard of their language, and earned Wycliffe 
from left to right. the title of " Father of English prose." 

' The oldest Latin manuscripts and inscrip- Although Wycliffe died without having 
tions were writte;n entirely in capital letters. brought about any great change in the Church, 
During the Middle Ages the monks spent his teaching had a powerful· influence on John 
long hours producing a beautifully written Huss, the Bohemian reformer, and through 
parchment book or manuscript, "illumina- him on Martin Luther, the leader o£ the 
ting" it with pictorial initiali and chapter Protestant Reformation in the 16th century. 
headings. . (See Refor.mation.) 

For any .subject not found In lt.s alphabetical place .see information 
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