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            INTRODUCTION  

  Before embarking on the case studies, the fi rst order of business will be to 
get clearly in mind the experience of an ancient book: what it was to hold 
one in the hand, how it was used and to what effect, and what sort of train-
ing was assumed in its use and digestion. I begin with a sketch of the book-as-
object, and work toward questions of the mechanics of the reading system 
as embedded in educational traditions and social institutions.    

  BOOKROLL CULTURE  

  In the high empire, literary texts copied  in extenso  were written almost 
entirely on rolls of papyrus.  1   The writing was disposed along the length of 
the roll in columns running from left to right (fi gure  2.1 ). The script itself 
was almost always a  book hand , a style of writing in which the letters were 
kept wholly or mostly separated to improve legibility. Prose texts were writ-
ten in columns narrow relative to their height, roughly analogous to a mod-
ern newspaper; verse texts were different, since the column width was simply 
a function of the script size and the verse length. In either case, the layout 
was remarkably exact for a hand-produced item. The measurement from 
the left edge of one column to the next column stayed typically within ±1.5 
millimeters—the width of a broad pen stroke—as one ranges along the roll.  2   
Also typical were evenness in the straightness of the written line, rough 

   Chapter 2 

Pragmatics of Reading  

   1.    The codex fi rst comes fi rmly into the historical record in Martial (1.2, 14.184–92; fi rst 
century AD), but as a curiosity, not as a norm. Very few codices of pagan texts are dated to the 
Antonine period or earlier among extant papyrus fragments; perhaps the best claim is  POxy  
1.30 ( De bellis macedonicis ), a Latin text dated palaeographically to the second or early third 
century. For a catalogue of codices claimed for either second or third century, see  LDAB . On the 
early history of the codex, see Roberts and Skeat  1983 , 24–29; Harris 1991. 

    2.    Johnson  2004 , 50–54. 
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evenness in spacing between lines, fairly exact alignment in the run of the 
left edge of the column (and rough justifi cation of the right), and alignment 
of the top and bottom of the columns relative to the top and bottom of the 
roll. A telling detail is scribal attention to  Maas’s Law , by which is meant a 
tilt forward to the columns ( fi gure 2.1 ), such that the left and right edges of 
the column move steadily to the left as the scribe works his way down to the 
bottom; in the high empire, this forward-leaning look to the column seems 
to have been deeply in vogue among the Greek texts where our evidence 
lies.  3   The bookroll, in short, shows distinct signs of deliberate design and 
attention to what is stylish, as well as exactness in execution involving both 
measurement and expert estimation. All of this is consistent—as a general 
picture—with the conclusion that bookrolls were, generally, the product of 
scribes trained to the task, that is, to an artisan apprentice trade.    

 That trained scribes were predominantly involved in book manufacture 
is not surprising, but note that it need not have been so. Making a bookroll 
involved no more than taking a premanufactured papyrus roll,  4   writing 
out the text, attaching additional fresh rolls as the length of text required, 
and, when fi nished, cutting off the blank remainder. Needed were the 
papyrus rolls, pen, ink, sponge, glue, and knife. This could have been a 
casual process. But in fact, as the evidence from papyri shows us, it was 
not. Scribes clearly had a strong sense of the cultural demands on the 
product. For a bookroll to qualify as such required a particular look and 
feel with well-defi ned traditions of detail. Counterexamples exist, of course, 
but—school texts of Homer to one side—it is important to stress how rare 
these are. 

 The writing itself, formed with a view to clarity, was laid out in continu-
ous letters ( scriptio continua ), that is, without spaces between words. It is 
sometimes said that ancient books lacked punctuation, but that is not 
strictly true; what is true is that in ancient books the punctuation was far 
less elaborated. Minor points of articulation or breath pause, where our edi-
tions place comma or colon, go unpunctuated for the most part; when 
marked, raised dots are normally used, and these are usually additions by a 
reader.   5   Punctuation is, however, routine for marking periods (i.e., full 

    3.    Johnson  2004 , 91–99. 
    4.    Papyrus was sold not in sheets like modern paper, but in rolls. More detail on this and 

other technicalities of production in Johnson  2009 b. 
    5.    Ancient grammarians speak of other punctuation dots ( ἡ   μ  έ  σ  η   σ  τ  ι  γ  μ  ή ,  ὑ  π  ο  σ  τ  ι  γ  μ  ή ) 

used to mark lesser pauses in a sentence, but of this the papyri show evidence that is spo-
radic and inconsistent—certainly not part of a generalized system used and understood by 
readers: Turner and Parsons  1987 , 9; Johnson  1994 . The notion of elaborated punctuation 
as “particularly important” comes only in the medieval period: Parkes  1991 , 1–18 (quotation, 
17). 
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 20    Readers and Reading Culture

sentence stops),  6   changes between speakers in drama and dialogue, and 
other major points of division, such as the poems within an epigram collec-
tion. Sentences and other dividing points are most often signaled by the 
 paragraphos  (a horizontal line at the left edge of the column: see  fi gure 2.1 ), 
usually conjoined with a space or raised dot ( · ) at the appropriate point in 
the line of text. Other aids to reading were few. In Greek texts, elision and 
dieresis are often, but not always, marked; breathings and accents are rare 
aside from school texts and Greek lyric. Latin texts, from what we can see, 
were almost entirely unencumbered of diacritical or other reading marks.  7   
Little interferes, then, with the run of the text aside from the  paragraphoi . 
For the reader, the  paragraphoi  naturally act as landing points for breath and 
mental pauses, and as visual cues for returning to a passage when a reader 
looks up from the text.  8   But the overall effect is (to us) of a radically unen-
cumbered stream of letters. Thorough training was necessary to be able to 
read this  scriptio continua  readily and comfortably. 

 Note that the net effect is designed for clarity and for beauty, but not for 
ease of use, much less for mass readership. Importantly, this design is not 
one of primitivism or ignorance. The Greeks and Romans knew perfectly 
well, for instance, the utility of word division—the Greek school texts on 
papyri bear eloquent testimony to the need for emerging readers to practice 
syllable and word division.  9   Similarly, philhellenism in the early empire led 
to the adoption of  scriptio continua  in Latin literary texts, which earlier had 
used interpuncts (raised dots) to divide the words—that is, word division 
was  discarded  by the Romans in deference to Greek aesthetic and cultural 
traditions.  10   As already mentioned, readers would sometimes add detailed 
punctuation to texts as a guide to syntax and breath pauses, yet the punctua-
tion does not elaborate over time: in general the deliberate scribal practice 
was to copy only the bare-bones punctuation of major points of division 
even when detailed punctuation was available.  11   Documentary papyri and 
inscriptions often have elaborate visual structural markers, such as to sig-
nal a new section, which, however, fi nd no refl ection in the bookroll. Strict 
functionality, clearly, is not a priority in bookroll design. Nor was thrift. 

    6.    Quintilian 8.2.17: “compass of a single breath” ( ultra quam ullus spiritus durare possit ); 
cf. 9.4.125. 

    7.    See Muller  1964 ; Townend  1969 . Quintilian 1.7.2 tells us that long marks (apices) are 
only rarely added to a text. Direct evidence for Latin texts in the early and high empire is sparse. 
The Latin papyri are collected in Cavenaile  1958 ; see LDAB for an up-to-date catalogue. 

    8.    More on this in Johnson 1994. 
    9.    Cribiore  2001 , 132–33, 172–75 (on syllabaries and exercises in syllabic division), 134 

(reading exercises with slashes and spaces between words). A couple of examples: Cribiore 
 1996 , no. 182, 379. 

    10.    Oliver  1951 , 241–42; Muller  1964 , 34–35; Wingo  1972 , 50–63, 132. 
    11.    Johnson 2004, 35–36. 
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The margins above and below the columns tended to be quite wide: 3–5 cm 
was a typical measure for run-of-the-mill manuscripts, 3–7 cm for deluxe, 
with extreme examples ranging to 8 cm and more.  12   Practicality is in play, 
since the papyrus roll tended to fray at the edges, but a margin of 2 cm 
would have served.  13   There is surely something here of aesthetic display and 
even of conspicuous consumption. Typical bookrolls used only 40–70% of 
the front papyrus surface available for writing.  14   

 The bookroll seems, then, an egregiously elite product intended in its 
stark beauty and diffi culty of access to instantiate what it is to be educated. 
This comes as no surprise. Whatever the cost of papyrus (debated),  15   the 
surviving Edict of Diocletian (our best evidence for relative pricing of goods) 
makes clear that the major cost of a book—the scribe’s work—was fully two 
to two and a half times what it cost to have a scribe scribble out a contract: 

 To a scribe for best writing, 25 denarii per 100 lines; for second quality writ-
ing, 20 denarii per 100 lines; to a notary for writing a petition or legal docu-
ment, 10 denarii per 100 lines. ( Edictum Diocletiani de pretiis rerum venalium  
col. 7 41–43)  16   

   Still, one must be careful not to overstate the case. It is true that rela-
tively few bookrolls were written in cursive or otherwise substandard scripts, 
and the evidence from papyrus suggests that perhaps a third were written in 
a formal or semiformal script with at least pretension to elegance.  17   But over 
half were written in fairly rapid, nondescript hands (mostly “second quality,” 
in the terms of the Edict of Diocletian, one supposes). Now these do not look 
like tax receipts, to be sure. Documentary texts do sometimes mimic various 
aspects of a bookroll, such as generous margins or the use of a book hand, 
but literary texts written on rolls hardly ever exhibit strictly documentary 
features. Even in the case of bookrolls written in nondescript hands, there is 
generally enough attention to detail of layout and text to support the iconog-
raphy of the bookroll here delineated. A bookroll was not always a fully 
elegant product, then, yet also never cheap or inconsequential: even a 
second-quality book hand was twice the expense of the hand typical of a 
legal document under Diocletian’s Edict. 

    12.    Johnson  2004 , 130–41. Earlier scholars seriously underestimated the typical size of 
margins. 

    13.    As it did, apparently, in Ptolemaic bookrolls. On narrow margins in Ptolemaic rolls, see 
Blanchard  1993 ; Johnson  2004 , 133–34. 

    14.    Percentages are based on the data in tables 3.1, 3.2, and 3.3 in Johnson  2004 , 162–200. 
Backs were typically left blank to protect against damage and ink transfer. 

    15.    Skeat  1995 . 
    16.    Translation and discussion in Turner and Parsons,  1987 , 1–4. 
    17.    Percentages from tables 3.1 and 3.2 in Johnson  2004 , 162–84. 
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 Unlike most utilitarian, documentary texts, the bookroll was often 
used—deployed, as we shall see—in a display setting: for example, the 
reading might be accomplished by a lector, among associates and friends 
or in a context such as dinner entertainment. But even when used alone 
and in private, the bookroll carried along with it cultural baggage, an 
emblem of educational and other status. We see this evident in iconogra-
phy, in which hundreds of reliefs, statues, paintings, and mosaics bear 
witness to the bookroll’s importance as an emblem of high culture.  18   As a 
signifi er, the bookroll is analogous in many respects to statuary in a gar-
den, or to the luxurious plate on which dinner is served in an elite house-
hold. The bookroll-as-object seems, to the modern eye, something more 
akin to an art object than to a book, and this is, I think, not merely the 
consequence of our different cultural register. The literary roll exempli-
fi es high culture not just in the demonstration that the owner is literate 
and educated, but by means of the physical aesthetics the bookroll also 
points up the refi nement of the owner. Moreover, the use of the bookroll, 
much like walking in a splendid garden or dining from a beautiful plate, 
demonstrates the owner’s ability to integrate a sense of aesthetic refi ne-
ment and cultural knowledge into every aspect of daily life and society—
an important goal in hellene and philhellene elite behaviors during the 
Roman era.    

  READING SYSTEM, WRITING SYSTEM  

  When we conjure to mind the ancient bookroll, then, we see an object that 
to modern perception seems, with its lack of word spaces and bareness of 
punctuation, spectacularly, even bewilderingly, impractical and ineffi cient 
as a reading tool. But that the ancient reading and writing systems interacted 
without strain is indisputable: so stable was this idea of the literary book, 
that with only small variations it prevailed for over 700 years in the Greek 
tradition. How was it that the Greeks chose not to adopt obviously useful 
aids like word spaces, elaborated punctuation, structural markers, and the 
like in the writing of their literary texts? And how was it that the Romans 
chose to discard some of these elements as philhellenism took deep root? 
We, surely, cannot imagine a stylistic preference by which we choose to 
eliminate spaces between words in our literary texts—which signals strongly 
how different our own reading culture must be. Surprising as it may seem, 
the conclusion is hard to avoid that the ancient reading culture felt no need 

    18.    The most complete assembly and discussion remains Birt  1907 . 
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for such things, that in terms of the total system of reading, habits like  scrip-
tio continua  and scant punctuation worked, and worked well. 

 To understand this better, we need to pause for a moment to refl ect more 
generally on how reading intersects with writing  as a system . All scripts are 
inadequate in conveying prosodic and paralinguistic features like tone of 
voice, facial expression, eye contact, body language, and other elements that 
make spoken utterances quite different from written scripts. Writing not 
only records incompletely the locutionary act (what is said) but is poor as a 
conveyance of the illocutionary force (how the speaker intends what is said 
to be taken).  19   Indeed the difference between written style and spoken style 
can be largely ascribed to lexical and syntactical elements that writing adds 
or subtracts, so as to try to get around the fact that it is not speech. But writ-
ing (whatever its advantages) is always to some extent handicapped by lack 
of the subtle contextual clues that personal speaking affords. In David 
Olson’s elegant formulation, reading becomes, then, in large part the reader’s 
attempt to project illocutionary force into the bare locutionary signals of 
the written script.  20   The nature of this projection will itself be, by necessity, 
socioculturally informed. 

 Writing is also adaptive to needs. Scripts naturally adjust when inade-
quate for conveying something essential for the contexts in which the writ-
ing is used. Linguistic examples are perhaps most obvious. Ancient Semitic 
scripts commonly omit vowels, since these are for the most part linguisti-
cally nondistinctive, and, famously, the Greeks, when taking over the Semitic 
alphabet from Phoenicia, reassigned some consonantal letters ( aleph  for 
 alpha , etc.) to describe vowel sounds, since Greek is heavy in linguistically 
distinctive vowels. Similarly, we can see linguistic motivations for why, 
for instance, ancient Greeks felt the need to distinguish in their alphabet 
aspirated “p” ( phi , e.g.,  φ  ό  ν  ο  ς , “slaughter”) from unaspirated “p” ( pi , e.g., 
 π  ό  ν  ο  ς , “work”) in a way that English speakers do not ( cf.  “p” in aspirated 
“pin” against unaspirated “spin,” phonetically different but phonemically 
nondistinctive). 

 Sociocultural factors come into play as well. Prescriptions from doctors 
often are readable only insofar as they need to be: the fi rst letters of the 
name of the drug, the essential numbers. This makes the script of prescrip-
tions illegible to most of us, but perfectly understandable to pharmacists, 
who work within the terms of these formulaic designations every day. 
We see exactly the same phenomenon in ancient papyrus documents, in 
which the fi rst few letters of a word or even an expression are suffi cient for 

    19.     Austin  1962  introduced these terms, fundamentals of what is now known as  speech act  
theory.  

    20.    Olson  1994 , 91–114, esp. 92–93. 
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formulaic items such as receipts. I have written elsewhere about the inter-
esting contemporary example of emoticons (smiley faces and the like) in 
e-mail correspondence, in my view an adjustment made in the script as 
e-mail correspondents struggle to write in a style that mimics a chat.  21   The 
emoticon, that is, has become the conventional solution to a perceived need 
to convey crucial subtleties like teasing and irony without resorting to the 
stylistic devices of formal writing. The curious rise of the emoticon is a good 
example of how closely reading system and writing system interlock: it is 
exactly the peculiar mode of discourse in e-mail ( conversational  in style, so to 
speak) that leads, directly, to the need for such a device. The emoticon is a 
directive as to how to read, how to project proper illocutionary force, within 
the frame of a type of conversational writing that does not have an adequate, 
established set of stylistic devices to convey certain aspects of conversational 
tone. 

 The fact that Greek and imperial Roman texts look the way they do, and 
not as we might expect, signals something important about what they are 
and how they were used. In our own literary texts  22   we seem to require divi-
sion into chapters and sometimes subchapters, thorough paragraphing, 
detailed typographical signals such as italics and boldface, fully elaborated 
punctuation, and, of course, spaces to mark word division. What does it say 
that in the high empire there seemed no need for scriptural devices with like 
or similar functionalities? There is, to be sure, no simple answer to such a 
question, but we can observe at once that certain features of ancient literary 
texts seem to differ, essentially, from modern texts in what is assumed in the 
burden upon the reader. Literary texts in our culture are characterized by an 
elaboration of hints to the reader. These in turn convey certain well-defi ned 
types of paralinguistic information about the text: large-scale conceptual 
boundaries (chapter, subchapter, paragraphs, bullets, and other subhead-
ings); small-scale structuring of sentence within paragraph and phrasing 
within sentence (period, semicolon, colon, comma, dash, parenthesis); and 
points of conceptual or tonal stress (italics, boldface). The reader thus read-
ily perceives certain (conventional) aspects of the conceptual framework, as 
well as certain (again, conventional) aspects of authorial tone and emphasis. 
Note that by no means all paralinguistic information is included: expression 
of irony, for example, is only sometimes possible within this set of conven-
tions, and often must be stylistically signaled. Nonetheless, typography and 
layout in modern texts are designed to reduce certain types of differences in 

    21.    See Johnson  2002 . 
    22.    By  literary text , I intend not simply “literature” but (the sense assumed in antiquity) the 

cultured writings of educated men and women, including poems and novels but also history, 
scholarly writings, and so forth. 
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reader interpretation. Competent readers encountering italics in the sen-
tence, “There’s always  something  not right,”  23   will come away with a uniform 
impression of the authorial intention for stress in this otherwise ambiguous 
expression. 

 In the ancient bookroll, by contrast, very little paralinguistic information 
is conveyed, and the necessary consequence is that the ancient reader had 
much more responsibility for interpretation. We have seen this already in 
the detail that, within a period, punctuation (our colon, semicolon, comma, 
dash, parenthesis) is sometimes added by a reader, but only sometimes and 
sketchily, and that this level of detail is however usually  not  copied by the 
scribe in making a new bookroll.  24   That is, the phrasing of a sentence—even 
something as basic as whether a sentence without an interrogative might 
form a question—is left to the reader’s interpretation. Or, more precisely, 
the phrasing emerges from the confl uence of the author’s careful stylistic 
construction—the  literary  style—and the reader’s informed interpretation 
and rendering.  25   

 The ancient Greeks and Romans were well aware of this, of course. Most 
explicit on the question of the reader’s phrasing and the mechanics of reading, 
at least in the period under examination here, is Quintilian’s treatise on the 
education of the perfect orator, the  Institutio Oratoria .  26   Quintilian com-
ments repeatedly and insistently on the importance of proper understand-
ing of the artistic structure ( compositio ) by the reader, that is, the need to be 
able to sense correctly not only larger elements of structure, but also the 
disposition of the  comma , the  colon , the  period  as one reads.  27   Being able 
to perceive the proper phrasing—Quintilian somewhat indifferently uses 
the vocabulary of breath pauses, discernment of rhythm, apprehension of 
meaning  28  —was critical both for understanding and for appreciation of lit-
erary texts. Quintilian addresses an ideal, to be sure, but many of the atti-
tudes he brings to bear are fundamental to the times and warrant examination 
in some detail.    

    23.    The example is taken from  Amy Tan,  Saving Fish from Drowning  (Ballantine Books, 
2005), 18.  

    24.    Johnson  2004 , 15–59, for the full story. 
    25.    Jerome complains about an author (Jovinian) who writes in such a way that it’s hard to 

tell where sentences begin and end:  Jovin . 1.2, cited by Knox  1968 , 17. 
    26.    The  Inst. Or.  was written after Quintilian’s retirement (2.12.12) but before Domitian’s 

death in AD 96 (10.1.91): see Kaster  1995 , 333–36 for details and bibliography. Quintilian is 
often refl ective of a deep tradition and restates much material known from elsewhere, esp. 
 Cicero’s  Orator ; in general terms, then, he seems to summarize widely held views.  Throughout, 
I follow the text of  Winterbottom’s  Oxford Classical Text .  

    27.    The long section 9.4.1–147 is devoted to this theme, addressed  passim  throughout the 
work. For defi nition and discussion of comma, colon, period, and Latin equivalents, 9.4.122ff. 

    28.    E.g., 9.4.68. 



 26    Readers and Reading Culture

JOHNSON-chapter-2 Revised Proof 26 February 4, 2010 10:09 AM

  QUINTILIAN AND THE MECHANICS OF READING  

  When Quintilian writes of the education of the perfect orator, he makes it 
clear that, following Cicero’s lead, he is describing not a reality but an elite 
goal: “[ just as in Cicero’s  Orator ] the orator who is to be trained by us is not 
one who now exists or once did exist, but rather an image that we create, in 
our mind, of an orator perfect down to the smallest detail” (1.10.4; cf. 1.pr.9). 
Quintilian’s treatise is not an everyman’s manual to learn the methods of 
oratory, but rather a lengthy dissertation on the fi ner points of raising a gen-
tleman to the art. The enterprise is in every regard elitist. For example, he 
advises in minute particulars on the nursemaids, the pedagogues, the choice 
of teacher and school for the young orator-in-training (1.1.4–5, 8–11, 1.2.9–
16). He is explicit that the high pleasures of literature ( litterae ) are the domain 
of the educated, who are also the good ( boni , 12.1.1–19), and to be distin-
guished from those who spend their leisure time on theater, dicing, idle 
talk, banqueting (1.12.18, cf. 12.1.6). He condemns those who take fees for 
advocacy and trusts “that there is not one even among my readers who 
would think of calculating the monetary value of literary studies ( studia )” 
(1.12.17, trans. after Butler). He warns that defi ning correct usage as “merely 
the practice of the majority” ( quod plures faciunt , 1.6.44) would be “a very 
dangerous rule affecting not merely style ( oratio ) but life as well.” Usage, 
therefore, must be defi ned as the “agreed practice of the educated” ( consue-
tudinem sermonis vocabo consensum eruditorum , 1.6.45). Even these few exam-
ples already suggest how thoroughly Quintilian situates training in oratory 
within a broader terrain. In a typical passage at 4.2.1–2, Quintilian, in laying 
out guidelines for construction of the  narratio  in a speech, gives exemplary 
passages from history and poetry as well as oratory (Sallust’s  History , Vergil’s 
 Georgics , Cicero’s  Verrines ). That is, literary  studia  in general, rather than 
study of oratory in particular, are assumed as the essential resource for the 
gentleman-orator. This insistent focus on general literary education is a 
theme we will see play out repeatedly in the chapters that follow, but with an 
interestingly variable pinnacle to which these challenging  studia  tend: ora-
tory (Quintilian, Pliny, Fronto), medicine (Galen), philology (Gellius), phi-
losophy (Lucian). 

 When Quintilian remarks in detail on the mechanics of reading for his 
perfect orator, he is thinking about bookrolls, and not about accounts or tax 
receipts or even letters. We need to be clear that his interest has little to do 
with mere functional literacy, and everything to do with what is necessary to 
render the bookroll, that icon of elitism already described. Interestingly, 
Quintilian speaks in terms that generally do not suggest a lector, even 
though he does not, for instance, hesitate to discuss in some detail the use 
of an amanuensis for dictation (a habit he urges against: 10.3.18–19, 22, 
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cf. 1.1.28). We know, of course, that slaves and freedmen were trained to the 
task of reading, and often performed the lector function.  29   Quintilian, too, 
mentions lectors, but only once and by the way and not in the context of the 
perfect orator whose training he advises.  30   The emphasis in his treatise is, 
rather, on the long, hard work necessary for the orator-in-training to gain 
full reading competence. His own view, clearly, is that the gentleman-
amateur needs to command the art of reading as well as the art of speaking. 
Moreover, the very fact that Quintilian does not need to argue the point (as 
he does with the gentleman’s use of a scribe for dictation) seems to indicate 
a general consensus. 

 Quintilian advocates a thorough, systematic approach to instruction in 
letters, starting from an early age (1.1.15). He fi rst remarks that one should 
start with Greek, but add Latin quickly into the curriculum, a fi rm reminder 
of the bilingualism assumed in elite intellectual society in the high empire 
(1.1.12). For the beginning of the reading process, as we expect, he empha-
sizes the memorizing of alphabet and syllables. Learning the alphabet was 
not unlike our own efforts (1.1.25).  31   Following the alphabet, the possible 
syllables were methodically memorized (1.1.30–31):  ba, be, bi, bo, bu, ca, ce, ci, 
co, cu , through all the letters of the alphabet; then  bab, beb, bib, bob, bub , and 
so forth; and even including certain consonantal combinations ( bra, bre, bri, 
bro, bru , etc.), through all the permutations.  32   The focus on syllables seems 
strange to us, but was, as far as we know, a universal part of the method 
for learning to read among the Greeks and Romans from at least the fi fth 
century BC and continuing through the middle ages.  33   Quintilian is very 
emphatic on the need for thorough command of syllables: 

    29.    Starr  1990–91 ; other passages collected by H. Beikircher in  TLL  s.v. “lector” IB. Starr’s 
survey restricts itself mostly to servants who are designated as  lectores , and thus encompasses 
only one part of the activity of reading texts aloud. In any case, as Starr points out (342), the use 
of a lector is so assumed that only happenstance preserves direct mention of the lector in the 
ancient source. See the helpful discussion of other terms for performative reading in Allen 
 1972 ; further useful comments and bibliography in Horsfall  1995 . 

    30.     Inst. Or.  6.3.44; cf. 2.5.6 for the gentleman student as lector. 
    31.    With, however, more by way of mental gymnastics in which the student is asked to de-

liver the alphabet in various sequences, such as backward, or even skipping a fi xed number of 
letters. On this, and insight as to why this may have been so (to practice one’s numbers), see 
Cribiore  2001 , 165–67. 

    32.    Bonner  1977 , 168–69; Cribiore  2001 , 172–73. These could even include quadriliteral 
sets like  bras, bres, bris, bros, brus . Cribiore  1996  catalogues and discusses the evidence, mostly 
Greek, from papyri; see no. 78 for an example of a quadriliteral set. 

    33.    First attested in Callias’s 5th-century comedy,  The Alphabet Show  (Athenaeus  Deipno-
soph . 10.79 Kaibel, 453c). Cribiore  2001 , 174: “the effectiveness of building on syllables to teach 
reading and writing was not questioned throughout antiquity,” citing Small  1997 , 24–25. The 
concentration on syllabaries has a long history: see Reynolds  1996 , 7–10 for late antiquity and 
the middle ages; and for the broad sketch, see my article, “Teaching the Children How to Read: 
The Syllabary” (forthcoming in Classical Journal). 
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 No short-cut is possible with regard to the syllables. They must all be memo-
rized thoroughly and there must be no putting off the most diffi cult of them, 
as is commonly done, since that leads to an unpleasant surprise when the 
student needs to spell the words. ( Inst. Or.  1.1.30) 

   Let us pause to think about this. At fi rst, the focus on syllables seems 
wholly schematic, if not strange and tedious and pedagogically unsound.  34   
Considered more sympathetically, though, one can see real point to it, since 
the student learns the varying phonemes systematically and  in context.  Thus, 
the different phonetic qualities of /a/ in - ba -, - bal -, and - bar - are taken care of 
in the course of systematic memorization of syllables, and the student does 
not have to deal directly with the fact (which emerging readers often fi nd 
confusing) that the letter “a” represents several different sounds.  35   We can 
further speculate that in a bookroll without word division, the thorough 
familiarity with the contours, visual as well as audial, of the syllables could 
lend important grounding as the reader looks ahead and tries to identify the 
oncoming letter groups. In any case, Quintilian is convinced that thorough 
memorization of syllables is key. To continue the passage quoted above: 

 Indeed, we must by no means place too much confi dence in a child’s memory. 
It is better to repeat and train in the syllables over a long time, and, when the 
boy reads ( in lectione ), not to hurry him to read continuously or rapidly, unless 
the letter combinations can suggest themselves immediately and unhesitat-
ingly, without the slightest delay or stopping to think. Once that is done, he 
can begin to grasp ( complecti ) words from the syllables, and then to link 
together ( conectere ) sentences from the words. ( Inst. Or.  1.1.31) 

 The diffi culty Quintilian anticipates as he urges command of the funda-
mentals is exactly that which we see in any young reader as he or she strug-
gles to render the text, too easily losing the meaning if the syllables and their 
sounds have to be puzzled out. For a bookroll written in  scriptio continua , 
this will be more challenging, to be sure—even grasping the words can be 
diffi cult at fi rst. But success is by no means impossible as long as the 
student is brought steadily along: 

 It is amazing how much undue haste adds to delay in reading competence . . .  . 
Reading ( lectio ) must therefore fi rst be unerring (in identifi cation of syllables), 
then connected, and slow for a long time, until practice makes speed come 
to pass, without error. For to look to the right, which everyone teaches, and 

    34.    Cribiore  2001 , 173 describes the emphasis on syllabaries as “bizarre,” “painstaking and 
pointless,” and speaks of the “tyranny of the syllables.” 

    35.    We of course do not know the exact vowel quantities for either Greek or Latin, but it is 
certain that the phonetics shifted in contexts such as a following liquid or nasal, and perhaps in 
other contexts as well. 



Pragmatics of Reading    29 

JOHNSON-chapter-2 Revised Proof 29 February 4, 2010 10:09 AM

to look ahead is a matter not so much of logic or method as of practice: one 
has to speak out ( dicenda ) what precedes even while keeping the eyes on what 
follows, and the mind’s attention is necessarily divided, a most diffi cult 
circumstance. The result is that the voice is busy with one thing while the eyes 
are busy with another. ( Inst. Or.  1.1.32–34) 

 This last will be recognized as Quintilian’s description of the eye-voice span, 
a technical term in modern reading studies already mentioned in chapter  1.  
Command of the syllables and ready perception of the words is necessary 
before one can learn the trick of reading ahead while speaking so as to know 
how to phrase and intone and otherwise bring out the meaning. Quintilian 
is not explicit, but this part of the process seems to last for some years.  36   

 For Quintilian the strict mechanics of reading are never far removed from 
the literary matter of the text. Again, this stems from the fact that his interest 
lies not in functional literacy but in elite education. Consider this passage: 

 Reading ( lectio ) is our fi nal topic. As regards reading, it is only possible to 
show in actual practice such things as knowing when to take a breath, where 
to place a pause in a line, where a new sentence ends or begins, when the 
voice ought to be raised or lowered, what infl ection should be used for each 
phrase, and what should be spoken more quickly or more slowly, more excit-
edly or more gently. On this point, so that he can do all these things, I offer 
therefore only this one precept:  he must understand [what he reads]  ( intellegat ). 
( Inst. Or.  1.8.1–2) 

 Reading, in Quintilian’s view, goes far beyond decipherment of the letters. 
His explicit focus is on oratory, so we accept as a matter of course his empha-
sis on proper phrasing, breathing, and modulation of voice.  37   But note that 
in the education he urges, reading aloud is intimately tied up with learning 
the phrasing—for everyone, not just budding orators—and phrasing is, 
naturally, linked with accurate apprehension of the meaning of the text.  Lec-
tio  in the early stages requires that the boy stand at the teacher’s knee, read 
aloud, and have the text, at fi rst, interpreted by the master, and, later, inquired 
into by the master to confi rm that the student has suffi cient understanding 
(cf., e.g., 1.2.12, 1.8.13–17, 2.5.5–17).  38   Elocution, in Quintilian’s presentation, 
is always closely linked to instruction such that the student comes to 

    36.    Ancient sources are notoriously inexact on the timing of elementary education (only 
Plato at  Laws  7.809e gives a number: three years for learning “letters,”  ε  ἰ  ς   γ  ρ  ά  μ  μ  α  τ  α ), proba-
bly because there was little consistency: see Cribiore  2001 , 42, 56, 162 with references. 

    37.    There is a great deal in the  Inst. Or.  on the rhythm and even melody of speaking or read-
ing, e.g., 9.4 passim, esp. 68. Cf. also n. 41 below. 

    38.    E.g., the  grammaticus  will ask the boy to give each part of speech, detail the metrical 
qualities, point out barbarisms and other improper uses, quiz on word meanings, require 
categorization by fi gures of speech or thought, and so forth. (Example from 1.8.13–17.) 
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“a clearer understanding of what is to be read” (2.5.6, cf. 9.4  passim ). This, 
too, is a long, grinding process. 

 As the learner matures,  lectio  becomes a more internal and refl ective 
process. Although the passage starting at 1.2.11 provides by-the-way mention 
of student recitation before the master, the main thrust of the passage is that 
for the student, even a fairly young student, the teacher should not always be 
offering instruction “since [the boy’s] studies require far more some time 
apart” ( cum praesertim multo plus secreti temporis studia desiderent , 1.2.11). No 
need for the teacher to stand over him as he is “writing, learning by heart, 
and thinking” (1.2.12); “further, not all reading ( lectio ) needs the master to be 
in charge and offering his explication; for if it did, how would the boy ever 
become acquainted with all the authors required of him” (1.2.12, trans. after 
Butler). In the context of the passage, it seems implicit that the student is 
imagined at a school, so at least some of this “time apart” for reading, writ-
ing, memorizing, thinking occurs within a group setting; but explicitly the 
reading process does also happen  secrete , that is, in some sense “apart” and 
to himself. (The interesting intersection between private and group reading 
activities is a subject we will explore further in chapters  6  and  7 .) 

 In Book 10, the fully mature reader (that is, the advanced student in pros-
pect at this point of the  Institutio Oratoria ) has now progressed to the stage 
that his reading experience can be contrasted sharply with the experience 
of hearing a text read aloud.  39   Again, the subject hovers between oratory 
in particular, with its specifi c performance characteristics, and reading of 
literature in general. But in what follows, the reading of literary texts in 
general is clearly in view: 

 But the advantages conferred by reading and listening are not identical ( alia vero 
audientes, alia legentes magis adiuvant ). The speaker ( qui dicit ) stimulates us by 
the animation of his delivery (etc.)  . . .  (19) Reading ( lectio ), however, is free, and 
does not hurry past us with the speed of oral delivery;  we can reread a passage 
again and again  if we are in doubt about it or wish to fi x it in the memory. We 
must return to what we have read and reconsider it with care, while, just as we 
do not swallow our food till we have chewed it and reduced it almost to a state of 
liquefaction to assist the process of digestion, so  what we read must not be com-
mitted to the memory for subsequent imitation while it is still in a crude state, but must 
be softened and, if I may use the phrase, reduced to a pulp by frequent re-perusal . (20) 
For a long time also we should  read none save the best authors  and such as are least 
likely to betray our trust in them, while  our reading must be almost as thorough as 
if we were participating in the writing . Nor must we study it merely in parts, but 
 must read through the whole work from cover to cover and then read it afresh , a pre-
cept which applies more especially to speeches, whose merits are often deliber-
ately disguised. ( Inst. Or.  10.1.16, 19–20, trans. after Butler, italics added) 

    39.    A similar contrast plays out at 11.3.4. 
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 I italicize some typical elements in this passage that will come to exercise us 
in subsequent chapters: the need for thorough reading, the need for reread-
ing, the requirement of worthwhile reading, the need to understand in 
meticulous detail before internalizing what is read. All of these, as we shall 
see, are emphatically fundamental to elite models for reading behavior. 

 Now, to be sure, Quintilian is advocating—the  Institutio Oratoria  is his 
design of the best education for a perfect orator and not necessarily a descrip-
tion of reality—but his view nonetheless points up an ideal, and that ideal is, 
as we shall see, deeply seated. He both advocates and assumes that the read-
er’s role is a diffi cult one, hard to master, requiring many years of necessary 
education for basic competence. We gain the sense of a deliberate raising of 
the hurdle such that  reading  becomes something truly diffi cult, far removed 
from any notion of mere functionality. We do not know how routinely or in 
what circumstances the elite may have used trained lectors—use of func-
tional slaves is too unmarked a condition for much remark in our sources—
but lectors were in any case no excuse for not being able to read oneself, and 
with full competence.  40   

 Moreover, the practices Quintilian advocates and describes make sense 
within the dynamics of the broader reading system. The slow, methodical, 
even painful attention to syllables, words, phrases, even melodies,  41   and the 
urgency with which Quintilian insists upon command of structure, style, 
and other literary details, are consistent with an idea of  book  that was not 
readily accessible and that required considerable effort and practice to be 
able to read with competence and approval. From the pages of Quintilian 
one senses the critical importance of deep internalization of things literary. 
Within this worldview, it becomes hypo-elementary, and an insult to the 
elevation of elitism advocated, to mark the phrases of a sentence or the basic 
units of compositional structure in a speech. Along similar lines, we can 
infer a profound symbiosis between this exaggerated idea of reading compe-
tency and the idea of a literature that was itself challenging, in many promi-
nent cases necessitating years of advanced study to fully apprehend.  42   The 
upshot of all this is that the bookroll culture in the high empire was one 
designedly reserved for elite of a certain stripe, able and willing to devote 
immense time and energy to its mastery.                 

    40.    As  Valette-Cagnac  1997 , 29f notes, the goal—the “last stage”—of reading and educa-
tion is, for the Roman, expressive reading aloud rather than, as for us, swift, silent reading.  

    41.    1.8.1–3 (modulations, but only manly ones); 1.10.27; 1.120.29 (cf. 31). Cf. also Gellius, 
 NA  1.4.8. 

    42.    Speaking of contemporary compositions, Quintilian objects to “a wide-spread opinion 
among many, that one should consider a work elegantly and exquisitely written if it requires a 
commentator” (8.2.21), but the catalogue in Book 10 makes clear that he expects a wide and 
deep knowledge of classical texts, including very diffi cult ones, in Greek and in Latin.  




