
 

 
 
 

1 
 

4.3.1 The Identity and Status of Lectors 

It is at times suggested that public reading in antiquity was exclusively performed by lectors. 

Although reading aloud was a complex and strenuous task, it could be—and indeed was—

performed by people others than lectors. The amount number of people involved in public 

reading was, however, very limited. 

Only four types of individuals occur in sources from the early Empire as persons who 

read literary writings aloud: authors, teachers, students, and lectors. Authors are found reading 

their books both in small gatherings of friends and in large, more or less open, recitals in 

lecture halls and theaters. Such reading events always served a practical purpose;: to receive 

feedback and prepare for revision (in the case of small literary gatherings), or to make the 

literary piece known and create a name for oneself (this could be accomplished by public 

reading in small limited literary gatherings as well as in large public venues). Authors did not, 

however, read aloud at dinner parties, since public reading in such settings was considered 

entertainment. In school settings, both teachers and students read aloud as part of the 

education.1 

Public reading of literary writings in the early Empire was thus regularly performed by 

lectors, with the exceptions of school exercises and or when an author read aloud to revise or 

promulgate his writing. It is thus not surprising, then, that we find a lector performing the 

reading in a wide variety of settings, in public as well as in private ones. For example, Pliny 

the Younger and Julius Genitor attended dinner parties and heard books read aloud by 

lectors;, Ennius’ Annales was publicly recited in a theater in Puteoli by an ἀναγνώστης (i.e. a 

lector);, and Pliny the Older or Marcus Marius listened to readings when they were alone, in 

both cases performed by a lector.2 

Lectors are (without exceptions, it seems) slaves or freedmen of literary-minded 

interested individuals. Roman authors refer to them by both Latin and Greek terminology, i.e. 

lector and ἀναγνώστης.3 The two terms regularly refer to such a trained reader, but they can 

                                                
1 Cf. how Johnson refers to “the lector function” to distinguish between readings performed by lectors and 
readings by others (William A. Johnson, Readers and Reading Culture in the High Roman Empire: A Study of 
Elite Communities (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 27). 
2 Aulus Gellius, Noct. att. 18.5.2–4; Cicero, Fam. 7.1.3; Pliny the Younger, Ep. 3.5.10–14, 9.17.1–4. 
3 John Wight Duff and Antony J. S. Spawforth, “Anagnōstēs,” in The Oxford Classical Dictionary (ed. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2003), 80 ; Peter L. Schmidt, “Lector,” in Brill's New Pauly, Brill, 2013 ; Raymond J. 
Starr, “Lectores and Roman Reading,” CJ 86 (1991): 337−43, esp. 338. 
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also be used of any individual who reads a text. Whereas most lectors are men, female lectors 

(lectrices)—probably servants of wealthy women—are occasionally mentioned.4 

Since most public reading is performed by slaves or freedmen, lectors do not receive 

much attention in ancient sources. Quintilian, who focuses on the education of a perfect 

orator, only once mentions lectors, and then it is not in the context ofhe does not consider 

them his ideal orator.5 Authors who focus more on reading and less on speeches and oratorical 

delivery (e.g. Pliny the Younger, Aulus Gellius, and Suetonius) do, however, not only refer to 

lectors, but at times also describe them and their tasks. Nevertheless, Johnson is correct in 

stating that “use of functional slaves is too unmarked a condition for much remark in our 

sources.”6 

The incentives to leave public reading to a trained specialist were strong. It was 

imperative for educated men and women to seem to avoid labor, especially in the service of 

someone else. Both reading and writing could be considered as intellectual activities or 

physical labor, depending upon the circumstances. The first-century C.E. historian Dio 

Chrysostom advised a young friend, who was to embark upon an education in rhetoric, to 

dictate rather than to write with his own hand, partly because it involved less labor.7 The 

anonymous author of Rhetorica ad Herennium (a rhetorical handbook from the first century 

B.C.E.) issues a similar warning in the context of writing: “The laborious is clearly not the 

excellent. For there are many things requiring labor, which you would not necessarily boast of 

having done.”8 Dio Chrysostom indicates that reading aloud for someone else is considered 

equally laborious and he uses this fact to imply his exceptional willingness to help his friend: 

“I declare for my part that even if I had to read aloud to you while you listened, for the sake of 

helping you I should not hesitate.”9 He could probably count upon the recipient not to take 

him up on his ingratiating offer. 

The wealthy upper -class thus often delegated the strenuous task of public reading to a 

lector, even if they had an education sophisticated enough to manage it themselves. Lectors 

                                                
4 Nicholas Horsfall, “Rome Without Spectacles,” GR 42 (1995): 49–56, esp. 49 ; Starr, “Lectores,” 337 n. 1. 
Note that ἀναγνώστης, as a part set phrases, can also refer to a civic official (Duff and Spawforth, 
“Anagnōstēs”). On female lectors, see Schmidt, “Lector” ; Starr, “Lectores,” 339 n. 13. 
5 Quintilian, Inst. 6.3.44. Once he also uses the term lector to refer to a person reading, in this case of a young 
student reading aloud in school (Inst. 2.5.6). 
6 Johnson, Readers, 31. 
7 Dio Chrysostom, Dic. exercit. 18. 
8 Laboriosum non statim praeclarum. Sunt enim multa laboriosa, quae si faciatis, noncontinuo gloriemini (Rhet. 
Her. 4.6). 
9 ὡς ἔγωγε, καὶ εἰ ἀναγιγνώσκειν με δέοι σοῦ ἀκροωμένου, τῆς σῆς ἕνεκα ὠφελείας οὐκ ἂν ὀκνήσαιμι (Dio 
Chrysostom, Dic. exercit. 18). 
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provided wealthy men and women with the means to enjoy literary writings without having to 

decipher and interpret close-knit, scriptio continua manuscripts. Larry Hurtado and Chris 

Keith have stated its succinctly: “[T]here was a direct correlation on the part of the elite 

between possession of literate skills and ability (via wealth or patronage) to avoid using them 

when desired.”10 

The stigma of performing physical work for others, due to its association with slaves, 

prompted wealthy individuals to acquire trained readers of servile status.11 Reading your own 

book aloud for someone else was not considered vulgar labor (you did it, after all, for your 

own advancement) and, as I indicated above, authors indeed gave public readings of their own 

writings. Reading someone else’s text aloud for an audience was, however, considered 

physical work performed for another person (e.g. for the host of the dinner party). It could 

therefore not constitute a respectable undertaking for a literate gentleman and in most cases 

public reading was assigned to lectors. Great proficiency at reading aloud could even be 

turned into proof of an individual’s ignorance, such as in Lucian’s The Ignorant Book-

Collector: 

What advantage, strange man, will the possession [i.e. of many books] do you, 
when you do not understand their beauty and cannot benefit from it more than 
a blind man would enjoy beauty in youngsters? Yet you look at your books 
with your eyes open—and, by God, in excess—and you read some of them 
aloud with great fluency, keeping your eyes in advance of your mouth; but I do 
not consider that enough, unless you know the merit and flaw of each part of 
what is written, unless you understand what every sentence means, how to 
construe the words, what expressions have been accurately turned by the writer 
according to good use, what are false, illegitimate, and counterfeit.12 (Lucian, 
Ind. 2) 

In this scolding diatribe against a Syrian parvenu, Lucian can safely acknowledge the Syrian’s 

proficiency in reading aloud, since it constitutes a laborious and servile task. This recognition 

only accentuates the divide between the rich upstart, with the skills of a servant, and a true 
                                                
10 Larry W. Hurtado and Chris Keith, “Book Writing and Production in the Hellenistic and Roman Era,” in The 
New Cambridge History of the Bible: From the Beginnings to 600 (ed. James Carleton Paget and Joachim 
Schaper; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, forthcoming), XXXXX‒XXXXX, esp. X. 
11 Cf. K. R. Bradley, Slavery and Society at Rome (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 80 ; William 
Fitzgerald, Slavery and the Roman Literary Imagination (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 1, 6. 
12 σοὶ τί ὄφελος, ὦ θαυμάσιε, τοῦ κτήματος οὔτε εἰδότι τὸ κάλλος αὐτῶν οὔτε χρησομένῳ ποτὲ οὐδὲν μᾶλλον ἢ 
τυφλὸς ἄν τις ἀπολαύσειε κάλλους παιδικῶν; σὺ δὲ ἀνεῳγμένοις μὲν τοῖς ὀφθαλμοῖς ὁρᾷς τὰ βιβλία, καὶ νὴ Δία 
κατακόρως, καὶ ἀναγιγνώσκεις ἔνια πάνυ ἐπιτρέχων, φθάνοντος τοῦ ὀφθαλμοῦ τὸ στόμα· οὐδέπω δὲ τοῦτό μοι 
ἱκανόν, ἢν μὴ εἰδῇς τὴν ἀρετὴν καὶ κακίαν ἑκάστου τῶν ἐγγεγραμμένων καὶ συνίῃς ὅστις μὲν ὁ νοῦς σύμπασιν, 
τίς δὲ ἡ τάξις τῶν ὀνομάτων, ὅσα τε πρὸς τὸν ὀρθὸν κανόνα τῷ συγγραφεῖ ἀπηκρίβωται καὶ ὅσα κίβδηλα καὶ 
νόθα καὶ παρακεκομμένα. 

Commented [e1]: Not sure if this will be published before 
your work, but just bringing attention to the fact that there needs 
to be page number references in place of XXXXX-XXXXX. 
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intellectual, who understands the details of the writings, but leaves the actual reading to 

lectors. 

Another motive for the extensive use of lectors was to avoid the risks involved in reading 

aloud in front of an audience. As noticed noted in chapter 3.1, reading and interpreting ancient 

manuscripts was not an easy task. Reading aloud—fluently and with correct phrasing and 

emphasis—presented an even greater challenge. Literate education focused more on 

memorization of texts than on impromptu reading.13 Consequently, few people, even among 

the educated, were capable of fluently reading a text aloud without faltering or 

mispronunciation.14 

Audiences were unforgiving towards faulty delivery and reacted to minor errors, which 

meant that public reading—even in small gatherings among friends—always was always 

accompanied by uncertainty and risk.15 Pliny the Younger portrayed a literary gathering, 

during which a friend of the host forced the reader to repeat lines, which he had pronounced 

imperfectly.16 Even reading in highly informal settings was judged according to the same 

standards. Aulus Gellius relates a story about how he obligated goaded an intellectual poseur 

sitting in a bookshop into an impromptu reading aloud from a book. Naturally— as he read 

aloud without preparation—he mispronounced some words and muddled the meaning of the 

passage, which provoked laughter from the listeners and forced him to cope with the shame of 

publically publicly losing face.17   

It was not only much safer to leave the reading to a lector than to risk the shame of a 

flawed performance, but it also offered the opportunity of to recriminating blame the servant 

for any shortcomings in the delivery. William Fitzgerald has argued that blaming the slave 

was a convenient way for masters to avoid shame in a multitude of potentially embarrassing 

situations.18 Considering the risks and efforts involved, it is no surprise that wealthy men and 

women acquired trained specialists to read aloud. As mentioned above, having lectors also 

gave prestige to their masters.  

                                                
13 Literate education will be considered in more detail in chapter 4.3.3. 
14 The existence of lectors was, however, no excuse for not the perfect orator not being able to read aloud with 
full competence. Cf. Johnson, Readers, 31. 
15 J. P. V. D. Balsdon, Life and Leisure in Ancient Rome (London: Bodley Head, 1969), 44. 
16 Pliny the Younger, Ep. 3.5.12. 
17 Aulus Gellius, Noct. att. 13.31.1–10. 
18 Fitzgerald, Slavery, 57–58. 
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Yet another cause of the widespread use of lectors was the fact that they made reading 

both easier and more pleasurable. Dio Chrysostom thus recommends his young friend to use 

lectors during his education: 

I would counsel you to read Menander of the comedy-writers and Euripides of 
the tragedians and not casually, by reading them to yourself, but by having 
them read to you by others, preferably those who know how to deliver them 
pleasantly, but at least so as not to offend. For the sensation is heightened when 
one is released from the labor of reading.19 (Dio Chrysostom, Dic. exercit. 6) 

Since lectors performed the important task of reading aloud and worked closely to with their 

masters, it was not uncommon for an intimate relationship to evolve between the two.20 

Although both Cicero and Pliny the Younger professed friendly relations with their slaves and 

freedmen, they seem to have had an especially close attachment to their lectors. For example, 

Pliny described his affection and worries for the then- unwell Zosimus, a freedman of his 

who, although a comoedus, had such skills in reading aloud that he functioned as a lector.21 

Similarly, Cicero expressed his close attachment to Sosthenes, one of his lectors: “indeed, at 

the moment of writing, I am in considerable distress: for a delightful youth, my lector 

Sosthenes, has just died, and his death has affected me more than that of a slave should do.”22 

  

                                                
19 συμβουλεύσαιμ᾽ ἄν σοὶ Μενάνδρῳ τε τῶν κωμικῶν μὴ παρέργως ἐντυγχάνειν καὶ Εὐριπίδῃ τῶν τραγικῶν, καὶ 
τούτοις μὴ οὕτως, αὐτὸν ἀναγιγνώσκοντα, ἀλλὰ δι᾽ ἑτέρων ἐπισταμένων μάλιστα μὲν καὶ ἡδέως, εἰ δ᾽ οὖν, 
ἀλύπως ὑποκρίνασθαι· πλείων γὰρ ἡ αἴσθησις ἀπαλλαγέντι τῆς περὶ τὸ ἀναγιγνώσκειν ἀσχολίας. 
20 Cf. Balsdon, Life, 110–11 ; Starr, “Lectores,” 342 ; P. G. Walsh, Pliny the Younger: Complete Letters (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2006), xx–xxi. 
21 Pliny the Younger, Ep. 5.19. 
22 et mehercule eram in scribendo conturbatior. nam puer festivus anagnostes noster Sositheus decesserat meque 
plus quam servi mors debere videbatur commoverat. (Cicero, Att. 1.12.4) 
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5.2.1 Part 1 – The Interrogation of John 

Part 1, which comprises 1:19–28, revolves around the questioning of John the Baptist by 

emissaries that are sent by “the Jews from Jerusalem.” This part is closely connected to 

themes raised in the Prologue, e.g. the description of John the Baptist as a witness. It employs 

aspects of trial scenes, which gives the audience the impression that the questions put to John 

is more of an interrogation than a conversation.  

1:19–23 
A sound map provides an overview of the features found within this first half of part 1: 

1:19 a καὶ αὕτη ἐστὶν ἡ μαρτυρία τοῦ Ἰωάννου, 
 b ὅτε ἀπέστειλαν οἱ Ἰουδαῖοι ἐξ Ἱεροσολύμων ἱερεῖς καὶ Λευίτας 
 c ἵνα  ἐρωτήσωσιν  αὐτόν·  σὺ  τίς  εἶ; 
1:20  a καὶ   ὡμολόγησεν  καὶ  οὐκ  ἠρνήσατο,  
 b καὶ   ὡμολόγησεν  ὅτι ἐγὼ  οὐκ  εἰμὶ  ὁ  Χριστός. 
1:21  a καὶ  ἠρώτησαν  αὐτόν· τί  οὖν; σύ  Ἠλίας  εἶ;  
 b καὶ  λέγει·  οὐκ  εἰμί.  ὁ  προφήτης  εἶ σύ;  
 c καὶ  ἀπεκρίθη·  οὔ. 
1:22  a  εἶπαν οὖν  αὐτῷ·  τίς  εἶ;  
 b ἵνα  ἀπόκρισιν δῶμεν τοῖς πέμψασιν ἡμᾶς·  
 c τί  λέγεις περὶ  σεαυτοῦ; 
1:23  a  ἔφη· ἐγὼ φωνὴ βοῶντος ἐν τῇ ἐρήμῳ·  
 b εὐθύνατε τὴν ὁδὸν κυρίου,  
 c καθὼς εἶπεν Ἠσαΐας ὁ προφήτης. 

 

John 1:19 opens with the statement that what follows is “the testimony of John.” This is an 

aural echo of 1:6–7, although the connection is neither strictly verbatim nor operates with an 

identical denotation of μαρτυρία.23 The first two cola (1:19a–b) are unadorned, of low aural 

intensity, and differ significantly in length (14 and 33 syllables, respectively). This manner of 

introducing a new part resembles the opening cola of part 2 (1:6a–b) and 3 (1:15a–b1) of the 

Prologue and will recur at the beginning of most parts of John 1–4. With the exception of 

John 1:1, most parts open with a few cola of low aural intensity that describe the setting in 

terms of e.g. time, place, theme, or characters that are present. Changes to the aural intensity 

are usually only found after this low-key beginning.  

                                                
23 John’s name is found in 1:6b and it is followed by the statement in 1:7a that he came εις̓ μαρτυρίαν, “as a 
witness.” The name recurs in 1:19a together with the noun μαρτυρία, although here with the meaning 
“testimony.”  
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The introductory sentence ends in 1:19c with a ἵνα clause, which in turn initiates an 

interrogatory passage with numerous repetitions. This passage comprises 1:19c–22a. As 

shown in the sound map, each colon begins with a speech verb (not counting conjunctions, 

such as καί or ἱν́α) and includes at least one of the sounds that are repeated in roughly parallel 

positions throughout the passage (mainly οὐ-, as in the negative οὐκ, αὐτ-, as in the pronoun 

αὐτός, and εῖ̓). The repetitions include anaphora of ὡμολόγησεν in 1:20a–b, mesodiplosis of 

οὐ- in 1:20a–21c, and epistrophe of εῖ̓ in 1:19c–22a. 

The aural intensity of 1:19c–22a differs from the intensity of the introductory cola 

(1:19a–b) and of the cola that follow immediately after (1:22b–23c). The contrast is especially 

noticeable in the middle of the passage (in 1:20a–b), in which the aural intensity is heightened 

through a forceful combination of rhetorical figures and aural features. A separate sound map 

reveals the features involved: 

1:20  a1 καὶ  ὡμολόγησεν   
 a2 καὶ  οὐκ ἠρνήσατο,  
 b1 καὶ  ὡμολόγησεν   
 b2  ὅτι ἐγὼ οὐκ εἰμὶ ὁ Χριστός. 

 

As indicated in the sound map above, 1:20a–b consists of four parallel commata of similar 

length (6+6+6 syllables, followed by an elongated final comma of 10 syllables).24 This creates 

an approximate rhythm, especially when combined with the parallel beginnings and numerous 

instances of hiatus,25 which in turn both decrease the tempo and create a rough aural 

impression. The tempo declines even more in 1:20b2 and the three instances of hiatus (one of 

them dissonant) found within it attract even more attention to the delayed disclosure of John’s 

denial (which is achieved through the triple speech verbs; confess–deny–confess): “I am not 

the Messiah.” 

The climax of the passage is thus found in 1:20b2, with John’s peculiar answer to the 

question “Who are you?” By making John confess who he is not, rather than explain who he 

is (which would be the expected response to the question), the author not only continues to 

distinguish between the status of John and Jesus, he also actualizes a crucial title that will be 

given to Jesus. Even though John denies that he himself is the Messiah, the very mentioning 

of the title creates the expectancy that the rightful Messiah will be identified (which he also is; 

explicitly in 1:41). 

                                                
24 They do not combine into a period, however, since there is no bending back at the end.  
25 50 % of the words begin with a clash of vowels, which is roughly twice as many instances of hiatus as in the 
rest of John 1. 
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The repetitions continue in 1:21a–22a, i.e., in the rest of the passage with a heightened 

aural intensity. 1:21a repeats 1:19c with minimal variations by shifting and adding a few 

words (e.g. the change of τίς into Ἠλίας results in the more pointed question: “Are you 

Elijah?” instead of the previous “Who are you?”). One of the additions is οὖν, which by being 

positioned in the middle of the colon connects it to the mesodiplosis of οὐ- found in 1:20a–b. 

That aural pattern is thus sustained (even though οὖν is not a negative, as the other examples) 

and continues into 1:21b–c. 

The aural intensity of 1:21a–22a also depends upon the use of deictic pronouns, i.e. 

grammatically superfluous personal pronouns that are included for emphasis or effect.26 These 

are found in the form of σύ in the questions put to John (in 1:19c, 1:21a, and 1:22b) and as 

ἐγώ in John’s denial (in 1:20b). The inclusion of deictic pronouns underlines the interrogatory 

and confrontational tone of the dialogue. This antagonistic nature of the passage bolsters the 

aural impression and strengthens the rough character of 1:20a–b, which emerges from the 

vowel clashes (see above).  

The use of deictic pronouns furthermore coincides—and thus attracts attention to—John 

the Baptist’s three denials. The first instance of a deictic pronoun opens the antagonistic 

passage: “Who are you?” (1:19c). The other three appear in the context of presenting 

important titles, which John denies for himself: one in 1:20b (“I am not the Messiah”), 

another in 1:21a (“Are you Elijah?” to which he answers “I am not”), and the last in 1:22b 

(“Are you the Prophet?” to which he answers “No”).27 Although most emphasis is directed 

towards John’s confession of not being the Messiah, the passage includes a triple denial, 

which actualizes three titles that could be used of Jesus. 

From 1:22b and onwards, the aural intensity decreases as the repetitions cease. There is 

still continuity, however, both in terms of content and aural impression, with the preceding 

passage. Throughout both 1:19c–21c and 1:22a–23c, most cola begin with a speech verb. In 

1:22b, a parallel is found in a noun indicating speech (ἀπόκρισιν, “answer”). Thus eleven of 

the twelve cola of 1:19c–23c include a speech verb or a noun denoting speech at their 

beginning. By contrast, the following twelve cola (1:24–28) include only four speech verbs 

(two of which are not found at the beginning of cola). 

                                                
26 A more fitting term in this context would be acroastic pronouns (from ἀκροάσις, “hearing”), due to the aural 
effect that the grammatically superfluous pronoun produces.  
27 Note that 1:21c, with only six syllables, is too short to constitute a colon, yet the sound structures of the 
passage, in which each colon begins with a speech verb and most include the sound ου ̓in the middle, indicate 
that it functions as a distinct line. 


