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Introduction 
 
Most people today learn to read at a young age. We teach our 
children first through sounding out the words while they follow 
along to associate the sounds they know with the words on the 
page. Then we have them read those pages out loud as they 
get older. By grade school, students are reading sentences and 
pages out loud with peers. Eventually, they learn to internalize 
those sounds and read them silently. In this way, most English 
speaking adults have become literate. 
 

Progression of Images 
from Children Reading 

 

General Theme 
 
However, this progression is not unlike the progression of 
reading we have in history. In this documentary, we will trace 
the history of reading from the first scroll and to the codex or 
handwritten book. We’ll examine how the technology of 
reading changed and how readers used that technology, 
transforming their culture and their understanding of the 
world. 
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Scroll Descriptions 
 
Along with tablets, Scrolls are one of the oldest writing 
technologies. Scrolls were created out of variety of different 
materials including papyrus paper, animal skins, thin copper 
sheets and tree bark. In each case, they were rolled into sheet 
between 20 and 30 feet and written on one side. As a reader or 
writer used it, he or she would unroll the scroll to display a 
portion of the text or writing space. This made scrolls far more 
portable and useful when compared to tablets and parchment 
which were heavier and often made of stiffer materials.  
 

Image of Long Scroll (Evans, E. A. 2008) 
 

Scroll Production 
 
The production of scrolls was often quite costly. With papyrus, 
the plant needed to be gathered and the stems cut into small 
strips. They were then arranged in two layers that overlapped 
in opposite directions and laid in water to decompose. After a 
time, the layers were taken out, glued together and hammered 
until the layers were indistinguishable. The new roll of paper 
was laid out to dry, with linen used to help the absorb 
moisture. In all, it took from three days to a week to 
manufacture paper for a scroll. This made paper for scrolls 
extremely expensive and prized. 
 

Production Process of 
Scrolls 

 

(Evans, E. A. 2008) 
 
 
 
 
 

Speech in Text 
 
As such, ancient writers saw writing not as an independent 

Greek and Roman 
Readers and Speakers 

(Saenger, P. 1982) 
 
 



form of communication but as a record of speech to be recited 
by a reader in the future. Ancient writers crafted their 
sentences in way that sought to replicate performative speech 
with its rhetorical techniques and sound. The earliest Greek 
writing of Homer and Hesiod included the dactylic Hexameter, 
a rhyming scheme used to recall key concepts. Similar patterns 
were also found in the works of other authors. Plato for 
example wrote his dialogues to mimic conversation. Later 
Roman authors like Caesar, Pliny the Elder and Plutarch styled 
their writing as speeches to be given on topics and often 
dictated their work, converting speech to text directly. Up until 
the middle ages, vocal rhythm continued to be important part 
of how ancient authors styled their writing. 
 

 
 

(Bolter, D.J. 2001) 
 

(Plato. Ed. Cooper, J. p.xxi) 
 

(Hansen, M.H. 1999) 
 
 
 

Oral Based Reading and Writing Conventions 
 
Similarly, early readers didn’t read though grasping the 
meaning of the words visually. Instead, they needed to listen to 
the sound of the words and process the meaning auditoraly. 
Writing on scrolls often did not include many of the writing 
conventions we use today. There were no headings and sub 
heading to separate parts of the text. Punctuation like commas, 
periods and colons didn’t provide assistance to the reader. In 
every Indo-European and Semitic writing system, spacing 
between words didn’t exist. In ancient Hebrew, vowels were 
not part of the writing system. Readers as such were the 
interpreter of the text for their audience and few readers read 
silently or could read ahead of what the pronounced. 
 

Subtract titles, 
punctuation and word 

spacing to get the 
correct effect 

 
(Hendrickson, G.L. 1929) 

 
(Saenger, P. 1982) 

 
(Bolter, D.J. 2001) 

So without spaces or punctuation, how could a reader actually 
read a text? To do this, the reader needed to have strong grasp 
of the spoken language, including where pauses would come, 
how to separate sounds into words and where to put 
intonation. As such, scrolls were written for the fluent speaker 
who read each symbol from the page phonetically to an 
audience, not for casual reader trying to learn a language or 
understand the text in solitude. 
 

Contrast performance 
with personal reader 

(Suetonius. Augustus, 87-
88) 

 
(Saenger, P. 1982) 

Searching for Information 
 
In addition to the performative and oral bias of scrolls, the 
technology also reinforced linear reading of texts. If you have 
ever used a VHS or cassette tape, you know the struggle 
ancient readers would have had searching for a spot in the 
middle of a scroll. The reader needed to unroll and reroll the 
scroll to find the desired spot. And with no headings to give 
guidance, the reader would randomly have to read parts and 
recall where in the scroll he or she was. Like our VHS or 
cassette tapes, it made sense to read in a linear way and 
punished those who flipped between locations in the text. 
As such, the scroll promoted linear, phonetic, performative 
reading. 
 

Visual comparison of 
scrolls and tapes to 

create visual analogy 
(Grossman, Lev. 2001) 



  

Introduction and How to Make a Codex 
 
However, starting in the first century AD, the codex or, hand 
written book, became a popular new technology to store 
writing.  
 
To create a codex, a book maker would bind sheets of 
parchment or paper between two skins. If parchment was 
used, it would often be created using animal skins that were 
separated, treated, stretched and dried. Parchment was often 
stiffer and therefore better suited to book making than papyrus 
paper. 
 

Demonstrate codex and 
what the books looked 

like. 

(Agrwal-Hollands, U. & 
Andrews, R. 2001) 

The Early Codex 
 
The early adopters of the codex are sometimes thought to be 
Christians in the first and second centuries AD. The codex 
offered them a more compact and durable way of transporting, 
concealing and persevering copies of the new testament.  
 
Although common among Christians, Roman writers also 
appreciate the codex. It offered simplicity in finding 
information through its design and cost less because each side 
of a page could be written on. These advantages made the 
codex both economically and functionally superior to the scroll. 
 

Images of Early 
Christians   

 
Then Romans writers 

(Saenger, P. 1982) 
 

(Agrwal-Hollands, U. & 
Andrews, R. 2001) 

Shift from Scroll to Codex 
 
With the gradual adoption of Christianity, the codex came to 
replace the scroll as the dominant technology of writing by the 
third century. Major works like Aristotle, Plato, Plutarch and 
Cicero were transferred from scroll to codex while many lesser 
known works did not survive the change in technology. The 
codex as a technology also changed. 
 
 

Change to codex slide (Saenger, P. 1982) 

Non-Linear Writing Conventions 
 
With the extra space afforded by using both sides of a page; 
titles, heading and indexes were added to help guide readers 
though a text. This allowed a reader to pick up reading at any 
place in the text rather than start from the beginning or 
struggle to find a piece of information. 
 
The margins in codices were also used for commentary as well 
and added a non-linear characteristic to writing that promoted 
thoughtful interaction with the text. 
 
Later on, the art of illumination was added to codices to give 
books an extra aesthetic appeal, while also providing the 
reader with an added source of guidance. 
 

Codex with titles 
 
 
 
 
Codex with comments 
in Margins 
 
 
 
Illuminated Codex 

(Grossman, Lev. 2001) 
 

(Saenger, P. 1982) 



  

The Change in Audience and Technology 
 
The transformation of the codex through the addition of titles, 
commentary and illumination demonstrated a shift in who the 
audience was. Whereas, with scrolls, the writer was directing 
his writing to an oral audience, the writer of the codex instead 
directed his writing to the reader. No longer did a text need to 
be written for a performance but could instead be used for 
reference. Augustine’s City of God included a reader’s guide 
and index that broke the two volume set down and made 
searching for key information easier. Other writers also 
included indexes for their readers and other reference 
materials like handbooks and almanacs became popular. 
Biblical, and scholarly commentary, also became popular and 
were meant to be read along-side a primary texts like the Bible, 
Plato or Aristotle. Thus, the technology facilitated a shift from 
performance to personal reading. 
 

Change in Audience title 
screen 

 
 
 

Augustine writing 
 
 

Collection of Texts 

 
 
 
 

(Saenger, P. 1982) 
 
 

(Agrwal-Hollands, U. & 
Andrews, R. 2001) 

Shift to Silent Reading 
 
However, by the 8th century, readers still read phonetically out 
loud even while alone. Monks often read in groups and it was 
odd for a reader not to speak while reading or writing. 
However, as Latin expanded as the language of religion and 
scholarship in Northern Europe, writing transformed again.  
 
When Latin was read by Latin speakers, pauses and separations 
between words were intuited. However, new readers of Latin 
in England and Ireland struggled to learn the dominant 
language of scholarship. To assist second language learners, 
many teachers of Latin began to include spaces between 
words, so that students could better distinguish and pronounce 
each word. However, this had an unintended consequence. 
Some readers began to read in a new way.  
 

Monks Reading out loud 
 
 

Roman Empire Map 
 
 

Reading Students 

(Bolter, D.J. 2001) 
 

(Hendrickson, G.L. 1929). 

Phonetic to Ideographic Reading 
 
Instead of reading each letter and pronouncing them 
phonetically, new readers read words as idea or 
ideographically. This new way of reading transformed the 
phonetic writing system of Europe into a system more akin to 
stylized iconography of China. And like the Asian writing 
systems, readers no longer focused on the sounds the letters 
made but instead translated the words directly into ideas. By 
adding spaces and punctuation to the codex, the reader was 
now able to forego vocalizing words, read silently and read 
quickly. Reading transformed gradually from oral to silent 
reading until the 15th Century when silent reading had become 
the dominant form of reading across Europe. 
 

Comparison between 
phonetic and 

ideographic reading  
 

Chinese and English 

(Saenger, P. 1982) 
 



 

  

Visual Reading and Visual Culture 
 
This new form of reading focused on reading visually, rather 
than orally. Readers now no longer retained what they read 
through using oral memory but instead focused on the visual 
memory of the text. Although Bolter in Writing Space suggests 
that we are now transitioning to a visual culture, the way that 
people since the Middle Ages have read has been primarily 
visual. Through the change in how people read and the 
expansion of literacy, visual culture began to dominate 
Western society. As such, visual culture has grown with literacy 
and the adoption codex over the last twelve hundred years. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Writer / Reader looking 
up remembering 

 
Times Square (Visual 

Culture) 

 
(Saenger, P. 1982) 

 
(Bolter, D.J. 2001) 

 

Conclusion and Summation of the Change from Scroll to 
Codex 
 
As we have seen, through the transition from scroll to codex, 
reading dramatically changed. Reading went from instructions 
for oral performance to individual silent interaction with text. It 
also began to transition from a linear medium where a reader 
was encouraged to start at the beginning of a text to a non-
linear medium where the reader could begin at any point and 
use texts as reference sources. This transition fit’s Walter Ong’s 
theory that early literate societies gradually transformed how 
they read and used text, because literacy transforms thought. 
As such, writing evolved into its own form of communication, 
with its own conventions separated from speech. 
 

Visual Recap of the 
changes 

(Ong, W. 1982) 

Although we may think the book and scroll are interchangeable 
mediums for writing, they greatly affected how we read and 
use texts. Without the technological shift from scroll to codex, 
scholarly study and research would likely never have been 
developed and as a result, much of the literature, history, 
philosophy and science that exist today would not be possible.   
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