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Résumé: Dans cet article, nous partons de l’observation que, parmi les classiques, 
il y a un débat intense sur les modalités de la lecture dans le monde gréco-romain. Les 
controverses relatives à l’absence ou, au contraire, à la présence de la lecture 
silencieuse dans l’Antiquité sont moins connues par les spécialistes dans l’histoire 
culturelle, en particulier par ceux qui s’intéressent à l’histoire du livre et des pratiques 
de lecture. À la fin du XIXe siècle, les représentants de l’école classique allemande ont 
mis en circulation la thèse que les lecteurs de l’Antiquité gréco-romaine n’avaient pas 
l’habitude de lire en silence, leur manière étant de lire toujours à haute voix, pour 
eux-mêmes ou pour les autres. Peu à peu, à partir du Moyen-Âge et jusqu’à la fin du 
XVIIIe siècle, s’est déroulé un long processus à la suite duquel le lecteur moderne est 
naît, qui lit en silence et dans la solitude, une pratique généralisée à tous les niveaux 
de la société.
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Reading in its many‑faceted cultural, social and historical determinations is but a 
late‑comer for humanistic sciences. Traditional sciences on book history focused 
primarily on quantitative aspects, such as book production and circulation, prices, 
copyists’ and printers’ work, library holdings inventory, etc. In its turn, literary history 
also dealt with written production from a one‑sided perspective, not going beyond the 
text, uninterested in contexts, practicing an intrinsic, historical and philological analysis. 
In this sense, Michel de Certeau remarked the fact that book historiography was more 
interrested in “the correlation among the objects to be read, social appartenences and 
places to be frequented, than in the very analysis of the act of reading, its modalities 
and typology”1.

The historians were the first to assume, since the onset of the ‘90s, the hard‑to‑grasp 
domaine of reading practices. As early as 1941, Lucien Febvre, a founder of the Annales 
School, noticed that the reading and the book were a terra incognita for historians and 
spoke in favour of their social history: “let us wonder who wrote and for whom; who 
read and why.”2 The representatives of the history of mentalities and of its latest avatar – 
cultural history – turned book and reading into a predilect research topic.3 In the last 
two decades, a major goal of our cultural history is to hightlight the practices of reading 
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and writing, to unravel how three cultural processes are geared up: text writing, 
dissemination and reception, respectively.

In the introduction to a first synthesis meant to restore the profile of reading and 
readers alike in various historical epochs, Guglielmo Cavallo and Roger Chartier argue 
that: “Unlike the phenomenologic demarche which cancels the contrete means of 
reading, seen as an anthropologican invariant, we have to identify the specific 
dispositions that distinguish communities from readers, traditions from reading, 
modalities from reading”4. Our reading practices, habits and modalities have changed 
along the years, in connection with a host of factors: first, the changed material features 
of the book, then the laycization of written culture, the spread of alfabetization, the 
modified lifestyles (the emergence of the private space, for instance) etc.

Could they read the Ancients only in a loud voice?

For us, reading is a silent, solitary and quick activity. Our prevailing representation 
is that, even if we are alone or with other people, the act of reading needs to take place 
in silence, without the participation of the voice.

In 384 A.D., the young Augustine settles in Milan, where he makes the acquantaince 
of Bishop Ambrose. In his Confessions (written in 398), Augustine describes the famous 
scene where he seems to be taken by surprise to see Ambrose reading in silence:

But when he was reading, his eyes travelled across the pages and his heart searched out 
the meaning, but his voice and tongue stayed still [sed cum legebat, oculi ducebantur per 
paginas et cor intellectum rimabatur, vox autem et lingua quiescebant]. Often, we would 
be there – no‑one was forbidden entry, but equaly it was not the custom for anyone’s 
entry to be announced to him – and we would see him reading silently [legentem vidimus 
tacite]. He always read like that. And having sat for a long time in silence (for who would 
dare to disturb one so engrossed in study?) we would go away, guessing that, because he 
had so little pleasure to refresh his mind, he was taking a rest from the clamour of other 
people’s affairs and did not want to be distracted. Perhaps, also he was protecting himself 
in case an obscure passage in the author he was reading led to his having to produce an 
explanation for some anxiously attentive listener, or to getting involved in a discussion 
of difficult issues. Time spent on this would result in his not reading as many book as he 
wished. A more legitimate reason for his reading silently could perhaps have been that he 
needed to spare his voice, which was all too liable to go hoarse. Whatever his reason for 
behaving this way, with that man be sure it was a good one. (Book VI, 3, 3)

This excerpt was the starting point of a theory on reading practices in Ancient Times, 
until recently unanimously accepted in the classicists’ works. We can sum up this theory 
as follows: a.) The Greeks and the Romans always read aloud, not only to others but 
also to themselves; b.) The practice of silent reading was almost unknown in the Ancient 
World; Ancient sources make reference to it as an unusual event, a reason to be amazed 
to see silent readers; c.) The Ancients would rather listen to someone else read to them: 
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a slave‑reader or a friend; d.) The written text was a support for an oral performance 
and for this reason Greek‑Roman ancient books would have been written to be listened. 

To illustrate this generally accepted, standard opinion, we quote from a highly 
prestigious scientific work, The Cambridge History of Classical Literature: „In general 
it may be taken for granted that throughout antiquity books were written to be read 
aloud, and that even private reading often took on some of the characteristics of a 
modulated declamation. It might be said without undue exaggeration that a book of 
poetry or artistic prose was not simply a text in the modern sense but something like a 
score for public or private performance”5.

The belief that in Antiquity reading was done in a loud voice became commonplace, 
even an idea in fashion. For instance, a highly appreciated scholar in Ancient and 
Mediaeval culture, Henri‑Irénée Marrou writes that „throughout the entire Antiquity, 
that is up to the end of the Empire, silent reading was an exception; The Ancients even 
if alone would read aloud or, preferably, a slave was asked to read for them”6. Mikhail 
Bakhtine considered that “the silent inner life” was altogether foreign to the Greeks: 
„Texts cannot be read «to one’s own self», instead they must be declaimed aloud.”7 
Matei Călinescu also holds the same opinion: ”In Greek‑Roman Antiquity, writing and 
mainly silent reading was completely unknown (...) In late Antiquity, silent reading was, 
we may say, an almost wondrous performance, the holy triumph of concentration and 
power of meditation, if we have in mind the famous scene of silent reading from St. 
Augustine’s Confessions”8.

The scientific world seems to have unanimously embraced this hypothesis, without 
questioning it in any way. It is a highly authoritative idea that prevailed in most 
references on Ancient reading practices. We also come across it in the translators’ 
explanations. The excerpt from St. Augustine is commented by Eugen Munteanu, the 
translator into Romanian of the Confessions, in a footnote: „This is not a random 
critical comment and seems to be quite interesting to see that the «silent reading» we 
practice today was unknown to classical Antiquity. Even alone, reading (lectio) was 
done aloud”9. 

Further on, we shall briefly present the debates and controversies existing in the 
classicists’ works, since the findings of their researches are less known to the historians 
concerned with book history and reading practices. First, we want to outline the 
genealogy of this bizarre academic myth: the absence or scarceness of silent reading in 
Antiquity. Its origins can be traced back to the late 19th c. German classical school. In 
1898, literary historian Eduard Norden points out and comments for the first time upon 
the fragment from Confessions.10 His conclusion: silent reading was not common to 
classical and late Antiquity. Norden’s influence and authority played a decisive role in 
adopting this interpretation grid, turned into a cliché thenceforth. 

We may wonder how the thesis on the unusual character of silent reading managed 
to get an unconditional support? We believe that a possible explanation is that 
the scientists of that time were biased in overstating the differences between the 
modern man and the man of the ancient – archaic societies. It was a kind of exotiza‑
tion of certain Greek‑Roman features in order to establish a persuasive alterity. Worth 
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mentioning is that Ambrose, identified as the first silent reader in history, was a 
Christian bishop and a great theologian of his time. Implicitly or not, at stake was a 
superiority of the Christian spirituality, as against the pagan epochs.

This biased exotization of Greek‑Roman Antiquity was detectable not only with 
regard to the modes of reading. It is no coincidence that at the end of the 19th c., the 
representatives of the same German philological school put in circulation another 
strange thesis, namely that the Greeks and the Romans were blind to the blue colour11. 
The analyses were based on the absence from or imprecision of Greek and Latin lexicon 
regarding the blue colour, as well as from the fact that blue did not belong to the array 
of dominant colours (for instance, for Greeks, the colour of light was red, not blue). 
There was even talk about the Ancient people’s biological incapacity to distinguish 
blue: another composition of the eyesight and its cortical projection. 

The idea that in Antiquity reading had a particular specificity will gain more and 
more ground after the publication, in 1927, of an article authored by the Hungarian 
philologist József Balogh: Voces paginarum.12 Besides the well‑known passage from St. 
Augustine, Balogh brings forth as proof other passages from ancient texts which would 
show that reading aloud was the norm, whereas silent reading would be a curiosity, a 
deviation from the norm. Many passages from ancient texts that speak about reading 
are ambiguous as to its modalities. For instance, in Plato’s Phaedo, we come across this 
passage in which Socrates would have said: “Then I heard someone reading, as he said, 
from a book of Anaxagoras, that mind was the disposer and cause of all”. A few lines 
further on, we learn that Socrates is breathtakingly looking for that book: „I seized the 
books and read them as fast as I could in my eagerness to know the better and the 
worse.”(97a). If in the first case we obviously have a reading in loud voice, in the case 
of his private reading we have no clue that Socrates would have read Anaxagoras 
otherwise, the more so as there is the clarification “as fast as I could”, or we all know 
that we cannot read fast in a loud voice. 

Another fragment Balogh deems to be a proof in favour of the reading aloud is from 
Plutarch, who in Parallel Lives speaks about an episode from Caesar’s youth.

It is said that another time, when free from business in Spain, after reading some part of 
the history of Alexander, he sat a great while very thoughtful, and at last burst out into 
tears. His friends were suprised, and asked him the reason of it. «Do you think» said he, 
«I have not just cause to weep, when I consider that Alexander at my age had conquered 
so many nations, and I have all this time done nothing that is memorable». (Caesar, 5)

The scene is ambiguous and may be interpreted in several ways: a.) Caesar, in a 
moment of respite reads aloud to his friends; b.) Caesar reads by himself, aloud, and his 
weeping draws his friends’ attention; c.) In a moment of quietness, Caesar reads in 
silence, to himself, in the presence of his friends. What he reads troubles him 
enormously, he exteriorizes his emotions and his friends are aware of it. Balogh 
interpreted this passage in relation with Augustine’s bewilderment before Bishop 
Ambrose’s silent reading. Similarly, Caesar’s friends would have been startled by the 
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unusual character of his reading practice. However, Plutarch says: „they were surprised 
to see him weep”, they were not surprised by his way of reading! 

The biased character of Balogh’s interpretations is doubled by his omissions. He 
overlooks passages that explicitly send to the silent reading, Plutarch again speaks about 
the reading habits of Roman senator Cato the Younger „He was always first at the 
senate, and went out last; and often, while the others were slowly collecting, he would 
sit and read by himself, holding his gown before his book.” (Cato Minor, 19). Cato 
reads in silence in the presence of other senators who are not in the least amazed by the 
practice of silent reading. 

The file Balogh compiled, the passages he gathered from Ancient and Mediaeval 
authors, persuaded generations of scholars. The case was closed: the Ancient readers 
were not used to read only with their eyes, without the contribution of the voice in 
unravelling the sense of what was read. 

In 1962, Marshall McLuhan published his famous book, Gutenberg Galaxy. A 
chapter is titled In Antiquity and the Middle Ages reading was necessarily reading 
aloud, which bluntly says: „But for centuries to come, «reading» meant reading aloud”13. 
McLuhan’s book, translated in almost all languages, was instrumental in the expansion 
of this scientific myth and implicitly in strengthening it. This cliché exceeds now the 
narrow circle of experts in classical philology and joins the works of scientific popu‑
larization. Sometimes, even the translations from Greek or Latin texts fall victim to the 
thesis that the Ancients could not read in silence. Eugen Cizek translates into Romanian 
a fragment from Satyricon by Petronius: Trimalchio commends a slave who “can count, 
who can read so smoothly.” The translation suggests a reading in a loud voice while the 
original text – ”librum ab oculo legit” – “reads with the eyes” makes an explicit 
reference to the purely visual silent reading.

The scepticism of Bernard Knox

The first researcher to raise serious objections against Balogh’s thesis was the 
American classicist Bernard Knox. In 1968 he published his study Silent Reading in 
Antiquity where he launched this controversy, asking for the revision of the unanimously 
accepted opinion.14 Knox says silent reading was possible for small‑size non‑literary 
texts, for instance letters which, owing to their private content, could be read without 
the intervention of the voice, the more so if other persons were present. Knox points out 
passages from the 5th c. B.C Greek drama, illustrative of the fact that the silent reading 
of letters stirred up no amazement among contemporaries. In Euripides’ play Hippolytus, 
King Theseus enters the palace and sees Phaedra dead, lying on the bed, surrounded by 
servants. A letter is tied up to the self‑murdered woman’s hand: “What’s this? What can 
it be, this tablet hanging from her dear hand? Does it want to tell me of something I do 
not know? (…) Come, let me open its sealed wrappings and see what this tablet wishes 
to tell me.” Theseus tears up the letter’s seal and reads it: ”O woe! What second pain 
on top of pain is this, pain unendurable, unspeakable!” The choir asks him to reveal the 
content of the letter (“What is it? Speak, if I may hear it...”), and Theseus does it, 
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summing up its content, without reading it aloud. Hence, in this play we have a character 
who, while the choir sings, reads a text in silence. Moreover, the audience must have 
been quite familiar with silent reading, in order to grasp what was happening on stage. 

In the case of literary texts, says Knox, the intellectual elite alone had the skill to 
read in silence, a technique reserved to a minority: “Are we really to imagine that 
Aristarchus read aloud all the manuscripts of Homer he used for his edition? That 
Callimachus read aloud all the works from which he compiled his 120 volumes of 
Pinakes?”15 Knox explains Augustine’s surprise before Bishop Ambrose’s silent reading 
by the fact that he was a young provincial man, arrived from Northern Africa, 
unaccustomed to the intellectual practices of Milan, the second largest town of the 
Empire. Knox’ scepticism did not strike too many chords. In the follow‑up statements, 
only a small section of the scientific community tuned up their opinions to agree with 
the silent readings of letters, inscriptions and domestic utilitarian writings.16 For many 
researchers, the first safe proof of silent reading was still the passage told by St. 
Augustine. 

Alberto Manguel, in his scientific essay, A History of Reading is in favour of the 
unusual character of silent reading. In support of his thesis, he refers to a fragment from 
Plutarch, The Life of Alexander the Great. Alexander receives a confidential letter from 
his mother Olympiad:

She often wrote to him to this purpose, and he never communicated her letters to anybody, 
unless it were one which he opened when Hephaestion was by, whom he permitted, as 
his custom was, to read it along with him; but then as soon as he had done, he took off 
his ring, and set the seal upon Hephaestion’s lips” (Life of Alexander, 40).
 
Manguel comments: „According to Plutarch, Alexander the Great read a letter from 

his mother in silence in the fourth century BC, to the bewilderment of his soldiers”.17 
In Plutarch’s text there is no reference whatsoever to the presence of soldiers who 
would stand in awe to this moment when the letter is read. Manguel commits a fake 
when he argues that silent reading was an unusual and bizarre practice! 

Scriptio continua and the reading in a loud voice

The idea of the oral and aural character of Ancient reading came back in force in the 
Western historiography of the ‘80s. Among its supporters, the classicist Jesper Svenbro 
wrote a book Phrasikleia. An Anthropology of Reading in Ancient Greece, in which he 
argued that silent reading was a practice reserved for few professional readers: „In a 
culture where writing aimed at producing sound, silent reading had no raison d’être but 
appeared as something against nature, an anomaly.” 18 These conclusions can also be 
found in his study from the collective volume Histoire de la lecture dans le monde 
occidental19. 

In 1997, the American Mediaevalist Paul Saenger publishes a book: Space Between 
Words. The Origins of Silent Reading20. Saenger resumes and develops a concise critical 
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remark made by Balogh, namely that silent reading was impossible due to the fact that 
the Ancients wrote in scriptio continua, that is without separating words, sentences and 
phrases. Scriptio continua was a technical hindrance, conducive to visual‑perceptive 
difficulties, and which prevented the cognitive flow of reading. The punctuation signs 
were known in Antiquity, but they were quite rarely and inconsistently used by Ancient 
scribes.21 Letters made up a continuous text, with no paragraphs and indentures, with 
no distinction between capital and normal letters. The modern reader will painstakingly 
read and understand a text displayed in scriptio continua. The missing blank spaces and 
punctuation marks will make reading toilsome and will need the intervention of the 
voice to unravel the text. The book support and the text format – the page layout – have 
undergone many changes until now. Today, modern reader has under his eyes an aired, 
balanced page, paragraphs are marked up by regular blank spaces. The Ancient reader 
missed all these graphic elements and we may be tempted to believe that he read 
otherwise than us. 

The Ancients did not have codex format books, but instead papyrus scrolls, and our 
page is not similar to the “page” of a papyrus scroll. The text was written in ink, on the 
inside of the papyrus scroll. The scroll unfolded on successive sections about 30 cm 
wide, the writing on 2‑3 columns, averaging 25‑45 rows, 17‑25 letters per row: this was 
the „page” the reader from Antiquity had under his eyes. 

Researches in experimental psychology (today carried out with the modern tech‑
niques of brain imagery) shed a new light on reading mechanisms and processes.22 The 
findings of these researches are unknown to the experts in humanistic sciences. The 
consequences for the history and theory of reading can be extremely interesting. As 
early as the beginning of the 20th c. (the researches carried out by French oculist Emil 
Javal), reading is known to be not a linear, continuous, progressive movement, but 
instead an intermittent movement of the eye. There are regressive, come‑back move‑
ments, mainly when it is about too long phrases. We really identify only 15‑25 letters 
during an intermittent movement. An experienced reader’s eye is trained to see, in one 
single eyesight, up to 25 letters ahead, as a text unity. It gives him the advantage of 
anticipating the overall sense of what he reads and provides him with an accurate 
non‑regressive interpretation of intonations, with the perception of the rhythmic 
variations embedded in the phrases read. 

As I said before, an argument the classicists raised in support of their idea that the 
Ancients were unable to read in silence was the graphic layout called scriptio continua. 
Nonetheless, the number of characters and the width of a column from Ancient texts 
fully match the physiological capacity of the eye to identify 15‑20 letters ahead, which 
is no coincidence. It allows us to understand, again and again, that the Ancients had no 
difficulty in going through a text in scriptio continua, reading it either in a loud voice 
or in silence. Therefore, scriptio continua did not hinder in any way the silent reading, 
the more so as they would have been familiar with it. This may explain how, for 
centuries on end, this system carried on, even if we think now it was unreadable.



Alexandru Ofrim 135

The coexistence of reading in a loud voice and in silence

In the same year with the publication of Saenger’s book, the Russian classicist 
Aleksandr K. Gavrylov wrote an article titled Reading Techiques in Classical Antiquity, 
the first major demarche made to revise the thesis on the orality of Ancient reading: 
“The present work is an attempt to attack the interpretative strategies employed to set 
up the thesis that the ancients had little or no use for silent reading; and to show how it 
is in principle possible to prove the opposite”23. Gavrylov suggests an altogether 
different interpretation of the famous passage from Confessions, re‑examining the clues 
underlying the former opinions, according to which Augustine was surprised by 
Ambrose’s practice, since it was unknown to him. For instance, Balogh said that if the 
silent reading practice had been usual, then Augustine would not have described it at 
long length, recording its outer, corporal manifestations: his eyes travelled across the 
pages, his voice and tongue stayed still, etc. Its very unusualness made Augustine 
mention it in his book.

Augustine does not warn us in any way that he is about to show us an unseen 
practice. In fact, says Gavrylov, the passage was taken out of context. Augustine’s 
commentators cut away that fragment careless of the relations it has with the whole. It 
must be linked to the context of Augustine’s spiritual formation. This episode is depicted 
at the time when Augustine speaks about the frustration he feels because of the difficulty 
encountered in getting closer to Ambrose, to be advised and assisted in overcoming his 
spiritual turmoil. Right before the famous passage, he says that the bishop:

Likewise, he did not know my anguish or the snares that threatened me, since I could not 
ask him the questions I wanted to ask in the way I wanted to ask them. I could never gain 
his ear and have words with him, because he was surrounded by crowds of busy people 
whose needs he was attending too. And when he was not with them, which was never for 
long, he would either refresh his body with the sustenance it needed, or his mind with 
reading.” (Book VI, 3, 3)

Augustine repeatedly tries to get closer to Ambrose to share with him his spiritual 
anguish. He goes to the bishop’s residence, unannounced, during the latter’s moments 
of respite. Since the gate is not guarded, Augustine is not the only one to be there, so 
that he cannot even now draw the bishop’s attention on him. This time, the obstacle is 
not the crowd asking questions to the bishop, but the fact that the latter is wrapped up 
in reading, unaware of other people’s presence. Ambrose reads in silence, although 
around him there are people eager to speak with him. Like all the others, Augustine too 
observes the bishop’s self‑withdrawal. What surprises Augustine is not an unusual 
reading method but the fact that Ambrose read in silence withdrawn from those around 
him, from those eager for his company but fearful to talk to him. 

Therefore, Augustine is not startled by Ambrose’s reading method per se, but instead 
by the fact that the latter makes use of it in the presence of other persons. Ambrose 
reads the book in silence instead of reading it aloud to those present and discussing it 
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with them, as he usually did, as a spiritual guide. We infer from this scene that in a 
particular social context (as magister‑disciple relationship would be), reading in a loud 
voice was an expected and usual behaviour. 

Therefore, there were two “technical” reading modes, practiced according to a given 
situation: the silent reading in loneliness and the reading aloud before a public, an 
interactive reading calling for questions and answers, the discussion of obscure passages, 
etc. The source of Augustine’s bewilderment was first and foremost the inadequacy of 
this practice to the context. Ambrose reads in silence as if alone, oblivious of the 
intruders who had invaded his courtyard. 

Over ten years after this episode, when Augustine writes his Confessions, he is still 
troubled by the frustration felt because of the difficulty to get closer to the bishop. 
Hence, the stake of this passage is not to signal up an exotic practice but rather to search 
for an explanation to this situation, painfully felt by Augustine. 

Strangely, Augustine’s commentators overlooked another famous passage showing 
that Augustine was quite familiar with silent reading. It is the moment of conversion (in 
386). In the garden of his house, Augustine hears the mysterious voice of a child:

I heard from a neighbouring house a voice, as of boy or girl, I know not, chanting, and 
oft repeating, “Take up and read; Take up and read!” (...) Thus excited, I returned to the 
place where Alypius was sitting – that’s where I had left the book of the Apostle when I 
got up and left. I seized it, opended it, and read in silence the chapter my eyes first fell 
upon [aperui et legi in silentio capitulum, quo primum coniecti sunt oculi mei]: “Not in 
revelling and drunkenness, not in chambering and wantonness, not in strife and envying. 
But put ye on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make not provision for the flesh, in 
con cupiscence”.

Afterwards, he made a very familiar gesture to the readers: “Then putting my finger 
in the place or marking it some other way, I closed the book and, with countenance now 
calm, I indicated to Alypius what had happened.” (Book VIII, 12, 29)

It seems surprising that generations after generations of scholars ignored this 
passage! The reactions to Gavrylov’s findings came quite late. Only in 2000 did the first 
contribution come out, strengthening and rounding up Gavrylov’s new perspective, that 
of the American classicist William A. Johnson.24 Recently, assyirologists have 
discovered sound proofs of how silent reading was practiced, references to it being 
made in the texts on the Mesopotamian cuneiform tablets dating back from 3000 years 
ago.25 We also mention the literary historian Hélène Haug who identifies scenes of silent 
reading in the songs of mediaeval gestae.26 

Book VIII of his Confessions contains another interesting fragment unnoticed by 
Gavrylov in his article. After his conversion, Augustine renounces at his profession of 
magister of rhetoric and retires together with his mother and friends (with Alypius) to 
a small town, to dedicate himself to meditation and uplifting onto the new religion. Here 
he discovers the Psalms of David which he reads aloud only to his own self:
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Oh, in what accents spake I unto Thee, my God, when I read the Psalms of David, those 
faithful songs, and sounds of devotion, which allow of no swelling spirit (...). Oh, what 
accents did I utter unto Thee in those Psalms, and how was I by them kindled towards 
Thee, and on fire to rehearse them, if possible, through the whole world, against the pride 
of mankind! And yet they are sung through the whole world, nor can any hide himself 
from Thy heat. With what vehement and bitter sorrow was I angered at the Manichees!(...) 
How I would they had then been somewhere near me, and without my knowing that they 
were there, could have beheld my countenance, and heard my words, when I read the 
fourth Psalm in that time of my rest, and how that Psalm wrought upon me (...) Would 
that what I uttered on these words, they could hear, without my knowing whether they 
heard, lest they should think I spake it for their sakes! Because in truth neither should I 
speak the same things, nor in the same way, if I perceived that they heard and saw me; 
nor if I spake them would they so receive them, as when I spake by and for myself before 
Thee, out of the natural feelings of my soul. (Book IX, 4, 8)

From the analysis of this fragment, we may infer that there is a difference between 
the solitary reading aloud, to one’s own self, and the reading aloud for others. In 
solitude, St. Augustine gives free rein to the expression of his feelings when reading the 
Psalms. Before an audience, he would have hushed up these emotional outbursts, he 
would have confined the expressive register to strictly oratorical manifestations of 
reading aloud, without any of the excesses mentioned. Therefore, we find at St. 
Augustine a full‑fledged repertoire of reading practices: the reading aloud for others, 
the reading aloud for one’s own self and the reading in silence. 

In conclusion, silent reading is a common practice, well‑known to St. Augustine and 
also to the intellectual elite of his time. Greek and Roman writers spoke less about silent 
reading, perhaps because it was at the level of the alphabetized elite, an ordinary activity 
not worth speaking or writing about. Much more plentiful are the accounts on other 
ways of reading: reading aloud or pubic reading (recitatio)27 – the true literary institution 
at the time of the imperial Rome; reading aloud at banquets; reading aloud by a 
slave‑secretary. For this reason, reading was associated, in the classicists’ works, with 
social contexts, instead of private, solitary contexts, specific for silent reading. 

Another fragment, unnoticed so far, comes from a letter sent by Plinius the Younger 
to his friend, where the former makes the distinction between reading for one’s own self 
and the listened reading:

I have been delighted to hear from our mutual friends that you map out and bear your 
retirement in a way that is worthy of your ripe wisdom, that you live in a charming spot, 
that you take exercise on both sea and land, that you have plenty of good conversation, 
that you read a great deal and listen to others reading, and that, though your stock of 
knowledge is vast, you yet add thereto every day. (Letters, IV, 23)

Hence, these forms of reading coexisted, they were not mutually exclusive. Reading 
with a loud voice was one of these modalities, by no means the only one. The ways of 
reading could be the object of a conscious choice, the reader opting for one or another, 
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subject of the reading goals, its locations or the state of mind. Likewise, the Ancient 
reader was not confronted, as we are, with an avalanche of written information, it had 
enough time to read the toilsome scriptio continua. The fastness of reading was not still 
a necessity. 
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