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a b s t r a c t

This paper explains the theoretical motivation and background for using intellectual and
literary historiography as potential sources for the study of reading as an ‘embodied’ and
‘distributed’ activity. It illustrates the theory by way of examples from different periods
and cultural contexts. It focusses on explaining the concept of the ‘scene of reading’ and, in
particular, the role of gesture in reading and its literary depiction.
� 2021 The Author. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC

BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
1. Distributed language and writing

After decades of research, the history of reading is still shrouded in mystery, and necessarily so, because unless time travel
materialises, we can never be sure about the exact nature of reading behaviour in the past. One major data set has been
overlooked until recently. Literary and intellectual history do not just indicate thewhat andwhy, but, crucially, also the how of
historical reading practices. Unsurprisingly, given the central importance of reading in literate societies, we can find countless
descriptions of and reflections on reading in major andminor literary, religious and philosophical texts. Reading has emerged
as a literary topos in its own right ever since its adoption as a central cultural competency. In consequence, intellectual and
literary historiography are potentially rich sources for the study of reading as an ‘embodied’ and ‘distributed’ set of actions.
Careful analysis of literary sources can support, qualify or falsify contemporary findings based on empirical studies. It can give
indications about certain practices for areas and times where an experimental approach is impossible. By proving that
embodiment has often been a key element for authors, narrators, lyrical voices, or audiences in historical depictions of
reading, we can make the centrality of embodiment in research on reading even more plausible.

As a methodological caveat, however, it should be clear from the outset that reading, as it were, for embodiment, is not the
same as a full-blown literary analysis or a literary critical evaluation. It will necessarily have to be more limited in scope. That
being said, our reading of reading should not be completely flat-footed either, but rather take seriously the aesthetic and
poetological framework of the sources themselves. They are not just abstract texts, not mere ‘data’, but literary works of art
whose descriptions do not just have mimetic functions. They require an art, not a science of reading.

Stanislas Dehaene has convincingly argued that while our biology (brain, perceptional apparatus etc.) is not per se well-
suited, let alone designed, for reading, our reading materials (and, one should add, reading practices) have developed and
adapted to our biology – i.e. the cultural evolution of reading has been constrained by the architecture of our cortical areas
(Dehaene, 2009). By the same token, however, cultural evolutionwas in turn shaped by the concrete developments of reading
materials and reading practices – alongside all kinds of other factors: social, political, religious, philosophical, artistic and so
on. The evolution of the relationship between reading, brains, culture and society, therefore, is dialectical. For this reason
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alone, we have to be careful with our metaphors. Culture is not an organism, although humans are – among other things –
organisms; language does not reside in the brain, although we would presumably not have language without brains.

The distributed language paradigm, withinwhich this special issue operates, is to be lauded for breaking with many of the
fallacies of conventional and cognitive linguistics. Yet it has retained (or at least did so in the past) remnants of both. This is
partly due to the traditional linguistic focus on speech rather than writing. In a seminal volume for the distributed language
approach, language is compared to “airborne synapses” (Steffensen, 2011, p. 205) at the same time as it is understood as a
“mode of organization that functions by linking people with each other, external resources and cultural traditions.” (Cowley,
2011, p. 2). Arguably, it is writing, not the airborne synapses themselves, that has served as the key language practice for
linking people with cultural traditions. Writing is a “whole-bodied activity” just as much as speech, and it also forms part of
the “social mesh-work” (Cowley, 2011, p. 2) we are part of as human beings and members of a linguistic community. If this is
the case, then both reading and the analysis of reading have to take embodiment seriously not merely as an empirically
observable fact, but also as a cultural practice to be studied hermeneutically.
2. Scene of writing – scene of reading

The linguistics of embodiment and of distribution is, in general philosophical terms, broadly and self-avowedly anti-
Cartesian (cf. already Harris, 1981).1 In literary criticism, the view of language that twentieth century synchronic linguistics is
based on, has been outdated for a long time. In some traditions, notably those based on philology and hermeneutics in the
German-speaking world, it never really caught on anyway. A model of language derived from the three “H's” (Herder,
Hamann, Humboldt) is much closer to an embodied, distributed theory than the dominating one in the wake of the struc-
turalist revolution, although German romanticism in many ways prepared the way for Ferdinand de Saussure (Benne, 2018),
whose true legacy was distorted by his students and only rehabilitated by recent discoveries of his papers (Saussure, 2002, see
already Jäger, 1975).

Yet even in those schools of literary and cultural studies that grew out of structuralism, the Cartesian implications were
cast aside a long time ago. The famous slogan of the “death” of the author inaugurated the post-structuralist attack on
traditional linguistics' grounding in both subject philosophy and naïvemetaphysical realism. It turned towriting (écriture) out
of opposition to the logocentrism of speech, but to a kind of writing of which the writer itself was a product (rather than
controlling). Even more relevant to our purpose, the foundational essay on the ‘death’ of the author proclaimed the simul-
taneous ‘birth’ of the reader as its logical consequence (Barthes, 1977 [1967]). Reading now meant liberating the free play of
the signifiers from its burden of carrying messages. The joys of reading were, among other things, founded on bodily
engagement with texts (Barthes, 1973).

An important concept resulting from the early post-structuralist movement was first coined by Jacques Derrida: the scene
of writing (“la scène de l’écriture”, Derrida, 1967; see also Gasché, 1977). Independently of Derrida, it has survived post-
structuralism in good health and has since gained considerable traction in some domains of literary studies. Due to a sem-
inal essay by Rüdiger Campe, it has become particularly prominent in German literary andmedia theory, although Campe did
not refer to Derrida and seems to have invented the concept of the “Schreibszene” independently and with a slightly different
gist (Campe, 1991). In all of its varieties, the concept of the scene of writing tries to capture the insight that writing is
emphatically not the direct graphic expression of some sort of authorial intention by an agent fully in charge and aware of
every little aspect of this activity, starting in the upper left-hand corner of the writing material and proceeding in linear
fashion until reaching a self-willed end. Rather, writing and writer are now seen as the outcome of manifold customs and
apparatuses, of contextual constraints, phantasmagoric realities, embodied engagement with surroundings and technologies.
While Campe privileges the latter, Derrida, following Freud, had the theatrical metaphor just as much in mind: the scene of
writing is also a stage, in the sense that it unfolds as play inwhich we are both actors and spectators. Exactly as in themodern
conception of theatre since Edward Gordon Craig (Craig, 1957 [1905]), where language or the dramatic text is only one factor
of many for the actual art of directing (alongside stage design, lighting, acting etc.), verbal expression makes up only a part of
what it means to engage in a scene of writing.

While the scene of writing, especially in the version of Rüdiger Campe's Schreibszene, became an important tool for un-
derstanding, in particular, modernist literature, and inspired its own branch of criticism (cf. http://www.schreibszenen.net), it
took a few decades before it became clear, inevitably in hindsight, that the scene of writing would call for a corresponding
concept for the act of reading. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, some psychoanalytically-inspired critics and scholars
explored the psychoanalytic potential of the ‘scene of reading’ in the footsteps of Derrida's conception of the scene of writing
(e.g. Jacobus 1999), but without devoting energy to the analysis of reading itself – the scene of reading served mainly as a
metaphor for subconsciousmechanisms involved in processes of interpretation.More specifically, the German literary scholar
Carlos Spoerhase coined the concept of “Lese-Szene” in an article on the late Romantic writer E.T.A. Hoffmann and with
1 When I refer to Cartesianism I take this to mean a well-known body of doctrines and positions about the world, the mind and so on that has played a
major role in Western intellectual history, more often than not in the shape of stereotypes. As such it has profoundly informed modern linguistics (as
witnessed for instance by the self-avowed Cartesianism of Chomsky). Cartesianism is to be distinguished from the work of Descartes himself (as Marx is
different from Marxism, Hegel from Hegelianism etc.). As recent studies have shown, Descartes was a master of embodied writing and thinking (cf. e.g. C.
Zittel, Theatrum philosophicum. Descartes und die Rolle ästhetischer Formen in der Philosophie, Berlin, Akademie, 2009).
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reference to Campe's Schreibszene, but without going into detail about its use (Spoerhase, 2009). In a chapter of my 2015 book
on the ‘invention’ of the literary manuscript and without being aware of Spoerhase's essay, I tried to identify the scene of
reading in literary studies and beyond as a means of countering the linearity myth of reading and writing. Rather than taking
reading for granted and furthering a simplistic understanding of both the physiological act and the cultural practice of
reading, the idea was to promote a heightened awareness for the importance of historical descriptions of reading by
describing the historically situated embedding and embodiment of reading in various contexts and (intellectual) interiors and
furnitures, including the objects of reading, the relationship to other readers or the cultural practices involved (Benne, 2018,
pp. 600 and 607). Today, historical and contemporary analyses of a vast spectrum of scenes of reading is an exciting new field
of literary studies (e.g. Hron et al., 2020; in print; on German literary research in reading cf. Rautenberg and Schneider, 2015;
Parr and Honold, 2018). The conceptualisation of the scene of reading in the literary disciplines as well as the careful attention
to individual scenes and their description should be seen as a valuable inspiration to the study of reading as awhole, if only by
virtue of its phenomenological attention to the complexities involved in it.

3. Language, writing, and gesture

Reading a shopping list and reading a theological treatise from the Renaissance are two wildly differing activities. In fact,
the concept of reading covers such a vast spectrum of possible scenes of reading that trying to find out anything about reading
in general seems futile. In the research on reading in cognitive science, psychology, pedagogy and related disciplines, reading
appears to denote a Wittgensteinian family resemblance, an idealised exercise stripped of all contingent, situation-
determined qualia at its centre. Reading in reading research more often than not uncannily resembles the ideal language
with which linguistics has traditionally operated. This archetype of reading in contemporary experimental research can,
without too much controversy, be defined as a predominantly silent, cognitive processing of graphic symbols representing
linguistic units that are perceived visually (with exceptions such as Braille) with the purpose of understanding a sense
conveyed by means of these symbols.

Although wemight readily admit the reductionism of an account of reading that not only excludes the varieties of reading
that are not necessarily about understanding or sense-making, but even overlooks central traits of the archetype, we would
find it very difficult to practice the opposite approach. For if we take the theory behind the scene of reading seriously, we
would have to concede that it would be downright impossible to study every act of reading involving all ecological, cultural,
social, psychological and individual factors, let alone in an experimental setting. It would be equivalent to an extreme
scepticism that never gets us anywhere.

It would therefore be more effective and indeed manageable to concentrate on different aspects of the scene of reading
one step at a time in order to eventually get a fuller picture of relevant aspects for different applications. For the purpose of
this article, I would like to concentrate on gesture in the literary scene of reading. The reason for this is that bodily movements
seem to be particularly close to concerns with embodiment. I will follow a tradition of language thought that put gesture at
the centre of the understanding of natural language and its genesis, but which was superseded by modern linguistics and
subsequently forgotten. In his volume on language, Wilhelm Wundt, who among many other distinguished feats is usually
credited with being the father of experimental psychology, interpreted language as a form of gesture, from which it had
developed in the first place (Wundt 1904, abridged English translation: Wundt, 1973). Gestures, according to him, are af-
fective expressions and exist universally in human culture, albeit in very different shapes and forms. Language retains many
gestural elements, and gesture “represents in its development all the stages of man's evolution” (Wundt, 1973, p. 148).

This is not the place to recount the story of how Wundt's theory was adapted and transformed into another concept
important in this context: the Sprachgebärde or ‘language gesture’. Developed by the literary scholar Max Kommerell (see e.g.
Kommerell 2004) in the first half of the twentieth century, it remained relatively obscure outside the specialist scholarship on
the period until it was recently rediscovered by the Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben, who used it to put forward a
language theory aligned with pre-reflexivity (Agamben 2005). The concept of the language gesture, as I would like to use it
here, reverses the traditional hierarchy of language and gesture. Rather than interpreting gesture as a form of or replacement
for language, or as merely accompanying speech acts, language itself is analysed according to its gestural potential. From this
perspective, gesture is fundamental for human orientation in the ecology, including the social and communicative envi-
ronment. Language simply is gestural by nature, not just on top of its semiotic or representative faculties, but at its core.

I would add another cultural dimension, inspired by AbyWarburg, one of the dominating figures of art history and cultural
theory of the last century (cf. Warburg 2010). AlreadyWundt had stressed that gestures were culturally specific, inherited and
transmitted (Wundt, 1973, pp. 64–74). In order to understand the reception of antiquity, Warburg tried to identify a system of
so-called pathos formulae (Pathosformeln), i.e. representations of gestural, affective expressions that recur in various pictorial
traditions. Similarities between these traditions are not coincidental, but amount to a formulaic network that connects us
with other times, epochs and cultures. In my understanding, the gestures associated with the scene of reading are at least in
part pathos formulae containing a history of affective value.

4. Gestures in intellectual and literary history

I have chosen four examples from a vast amount of potential candidates to give a brief taste of what literary analyses of
scenes of reading can bring to the table of contemporary reading research interested in embodiment. My readings will be
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extremely limited and cannot do justice to the complexities of the texts under scrutiny. Yet this is not their purpose either;
their sole aim is to support the claim that it might be useful to include literary and intellectual history for various aspects of
contemporary reading research, both in terms of their descriptive value and on the level of the literary reflection of reading
practices.

I will begin with a closer look at a famous passage from the history of reading: Chapter VIII of St. Augustine's Confessions.
This passage counts as one of the very first mentions of silent reading and thus as the inauguration of the archetype of reading
sketched above. However, whenwe actually turn to the text, wewill find that silent reading is only part of the story being told
about reading here. Gestures and language gestures of all kinds even seem to make up its substance. And it is not even silent:
Somehow or other I cast myself upon the ground beneath a fig tree, and I gave free rein to my tears and they flowed in
torrents from my eyes, an acceptable sacrifice to youcf. Ps 51:17, 19. I spoke to you at length, not in these actual words,
but along these lines, “As for you, how long, Lord? Lord, how long will you be angry, for ever? Do not remember our
former sins any more.” [.] These were my words, and in grief of heart I wept bitterly. And look!dfrom the house next
door I hear a voicedI don't knowwhether it is a boy or a girldsinging somewords over and over: “Pick it up and read it,
pick it up and read it!” Immediatelymy expression transformed. I started to askmyself eagerly whether it was common
for children to chant such words when they were playing a game of some kind. I could not recall ever having heard
anything quite like it. I checked the flow of my tears and got up. I understood it as nothing short of divine providence
that I was being ordered to open the book and read the first passage I came across. [.] In great excitement I returned to
the place where Alypius was sitting, for when I stood up I had put down a volume of the apostle59 down there. I
snatched it up, opened it, and read silently the first chapter that my eyes lit upon [.] Then I put my finger, or some
other marker, into the book and closed it. My expression now calm, I showed it to Alypius. But this prompted him to
showwhat his inner feelings had been, which I was unaware of. He asked to see what I had read. I showed him, and he
looked even further on than I had read. (Augustine, 2014, Conf. VIII, 28–30, p. 408–411)
Saint Augustine's first-person narrator recounts amoment of personal crisis. The scene of reading depicted here is couched
in tearful, emotional upheaval. The “silence” with which he reads mainly serves as a contrast to the turmoil of the rest of the
scene. It is itself a gesture, namely a gesture of absolute concentration and immersion in the word of God that ultimately
inspired the conversion. It is certainly not a neutral description of a default technique of interpreting writing. What is more,
the narrator's silent reading is only a short parenthesis in a much larger scene that starts well before it. It begins with a strong
affective expression, a pathos formula of despair, where he casts himself down.When he hears the voice that tells him to take
(up) the book and read (“tolle, lege”), he immediately alters his body position again before he follows the instruction. The
gesture of taking the book – which for Augustinus would already have meant a codex rather than a scroll – is by no means
exterior to the act of reading, but a specific method of it. The narrator reads the section he opens at random: without the
manual handling of the book, he would have read it differently or not at all. This extends to his friend, since he can now single
out a passage and show it to him, which then means that his friend can continue to read this passage even further. The
gestures involved are thus not just associated with directing the friend's gaze, but with enabling an action of cooperative
sense-making.

Evidently, this scene does not describe a silent, cognitive processing of written language with the help of the eyes alone,
although this is presumably one aspect of what happens. It is embedded or indeed embodied in a scene of reading that is as
highly charged affectively as it is gestural and dialogical. It involves a radical repositioning of the body in a vertical direction
(casting down, rising, sitting down), weeping, grabbing, pointing, opening and shutting of the book, leafing through pages. It
is highly likely that all of these movements are supposed to point towards the characterization of the narrator himself: his
restlessness and eventual resolve translates into what is actually happing with and to him. A Christian conversion could not
have been convincingly illustrated by a lonely reading without the participation of the body, whose relevance and
involvement was indisputable to Augustinus, who, prior to his conversion, made a living as a teacher of rhetoric. Trained in
the ancient teachings from Aristotle to Cicero and Quintilian, it was a matter of course for him that different styles of oratory
or writing produce and demand different kinds of readings and readers. It is no coincidence that the reductionist approach to
reading and to the mind in general since Cartesianism is linked to the slow but steady decline of the ars rhetorica. A modern
scientific study of reading could do worse than to study the tacit, experiential knowledge of embodied reading as it is hidden
in one of the oldest surviving cultural techniques.

However, the demise of rhetoric as a taught system of text production and textual affects and effects never spelled the end
of rhetoric as such; it just transformed itself into other practices while retaining many of its original elements. This is even
true for the anti-rhetorical sentiment of the later Enlightenment, whose radical insistence on authenticity against rhetorical
flourishes and embellishments is a form of rhetoric itself, or rather a particular rhetorical stance or genre. In keeping with the
fact that writing and reading became more and more important for ever larger parts of society in the West from about the
middle of the eighteenth century, they became an even more important object of literary reflection as well. Because of their
often intimate setting and connection to the individual psyche of the protagonists, the description of reading proved to be an
effective means of characterisation, of expressing mood, of setting the scene in general, especially in prose.

Symptomatically for the new significance of reading, one of the biggest literary successes of the 18th century is practically
composed of scenes of reading: the new genre of the epistolary novel. As readers, we observe the characters in these novels as
readers themselves; they are literally created by virtue of their own reading of the letters that we read ourselves. Sometimes
the characters even re-read and comment on their own writing, producing recursive structures that involve us and every
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reader after us as well. In Clarissa; or, The History of a Young Lady (1747/48; Richardson, 1985), one of the prototypes of the
genre, the plot is presented through the multiperspectival exchange between various correspondents. The letters typically
end with a depiction of a scene of writing of the letter writer herself. Crucially, writers and readers are no longer in full
rational control of their writing and reading: writing is but a trace of the workings of the ‘heart’, which uses the ‘pen’ as an
instrument. These pens in turn even take on a life of their own and are experienced as dissociated from the self: “What a devil
ails me! – I can neither think nor write! – Lie down, pen, for a moment!” (Letter 266, p. 911).

The novel's climax, from an embodiment perspective at least, is a highly complex piece of writing and reading: the so-
called mad papers, including “Paper X”. Clarissa has just been raped; she is trying to cope with the trauma in a frenzy of
writing. A witness recounts (in writing) the gestural expressionism of this scene, the gushing of tears, the tearing apart of the
sheets of paper, which are scattered all over the floor, the wild gesticulations, the constant change of position by getting up
and getting down. The observation thus becomes the material for both a scene of writing and a scene of reading in the
universe of the novel itself (Letter 261, p. 889). The resulting letter sets the scene for a scene of reading that had, quite literally,
never been printed before. The appendix to the letter is made up of several “papers” supposedly written by Clarissa. While
they bear witness to her upheaval, they have been reconstructed by the fictitious letter writer because they were “Torn in
pieces” or “Scratched through, and thrown under the table”, filled with emotional outbursts, accusations and self-accusations
(Letter 261, p. 890). Never before in literature had the consequences of sexual assault been presented so intimately and
intensly. Yet, first implicitly and soon explicitly, the description of Clarissa's scene of writing turns into a description of the
letter writer's scene of reading. He is none other than Lovelace, the perpetrator himself. His transcriptions of Clarissa's papers
are soaked in his tears that smear the ink (Letter 261, p. 896). The readers of the novel are thus presented readingmaterial that
had already been read by the characters themselves. The tenth sheet or “Paper X” of Clarissa's “mad papers” consists of
quotations (by e.g. Shakespeare and Dryden) that are no longer printed in linear lines; instead they are scattered across the
page as if theywere indeed random scraps of paper. In terms of printing technique, this was unheard of, a truemasterpiece (cf.
Price, 2001). The chapter thus tries to illustrate materially the gestural and theatrical spectrum of both writing and reading,
their performativity, the tearing apart of the papers, the collecting and putting them together again, the manual handling of a
manuscript transposed into a printed book that in turn is designed to affect its readers emotionally to the highest degree
while they read it (For a far-reaching study of reading and embodiment in 18th century fiction from a contemporary cognitive
perspective see Kukkonen, 2019).

The eighteenth-century embodied scene of reading, exemplified by Clarissa, became so emblematic for this time that later
periods could already take a certain affective reading stance for granted, especially for the quickly growing readership of
young women, the main consumers of novels. Descriptions of reading women, a topos in the pictorial arts as well, became a
recurrent theme in literature. I would like to take a closer look at one of those instances from a novella by the German
romantic author E.T.A. Hoffmann, once among the most famous and widely read authors in Europe. I owe this passage to the
essay by Carlos Spoerhase (2009), where the concept of the scene of reading was first used. Spoerhase is mainly interested in
the institutional, social and technical conditions and practices of reading, his essay specifically charts the importance of the
historic subscription library and how it enabled, framed and shaped Hoffmann's scene of reading. However, this scene also
delivers rich material for gestural interpretations of embodiment.

In the concrete scene, the first-person narrator walks past a flower shop and stops to observe a girl, who sells the flowers.
While not attending to customers, she reads: “She was seated as in a thick arbour of geraniums in full bloom and with the
open book in her lap, head resting in her hand.” (Hoffmann, 2004, 480). This setting is highly symbolical: the girl is both cut off
from the environment, but framed by nature, in which she blends in, foreshadowing the quasi–biological reactions that
follow. Her reading gesture is a culturally recognizable pattern of deep immersion, today associated e.g. with Rodin's famous
sculpture The thinker. The book's location in the girl's lap connects its content to her intimate centre; the arm, which holds the
head, forms a line that connects body and mind, thus making the book a literal extension of the body, forming a physical
continuum with it. The story must be exciting, the narrator muses, since her cheeks are glowing, her lips are trembling and
“she seemed completely cut off from her surroundings” (ibid.).

As an author himself, the narrator is eager to find out what it is that so captivates the girl. Pretending to be interested in
buying a flower, he catches a glimpse of the title: it is one of his own books! Now understandably excited, he casually asks her
how she likes the book. To his great surprise, the girl can recount the content of the story precisely; she has evidently read it
several times. She also explains how strongly she is drawn into the book and how it affects her emotionally: “she had had to
laugh heartily, in the next moment she was close to tears [.] (ibid., 481). This young woman is no longer just one of the
emotional women readers of the eighteenth century, although she is still marked by it. Her power of immersive reading, it
seems, is also contingent upon a repeated reading of the same text, a practice that would become institutionalised in literary
scholarship and which had its root in theology and classical philology.

As a final example, I wish to analyse a chapter from a novel by Graham Greene, The Power and the Glory. It will move the
discussion over towards more specific issues concerning reading practices as part of reading scenes. Originally published in
1940, it is far enough removed from our own time to invite historical comparison, but still close enough to be recognizably
moremodern than the previous examples. Other than that, it is a random text; scenes of reading have been central to postwar
literature in general (see e.g. Stocker, 2007).

The Power and the Glory counts as one of the twentieth century's great Catholic novels (although condemned by the
Church) by awriter concernedwith themoral implications of the human condition. The story is set inMexico in the 1930s and
revolves around a Catholic priest on the run from a socialist state government that suppresses the Church. In our chapter, he



C. Benne / Language Sciences 84 (2021) 1013576
has just crossed a river while still on flight, returning to a house where he had evidently been before. The inhabitants of the
house have left; he wanders through the deserted scene and stops several times in order to read. It is these scenes of reading I
am primarily interested in (Greene, 2002[1940], pp. 139–147; for a more complex and sustained reading of this chapter,
including the scenes of reading, see Hron and Benne, 2020).

In order to fully appreciate what is happening it is worth noting the setting of the chapter (p. 139). When he first arrives,
the priest is completely disoriented and quite literally “in the dark”; he cannot see anything, and there is no sensual input
whatsoever: “There wasn't a sound anywhere.” The disorientation is not only spatial, but also temporal: “What was the time?
[.] It was impossible to tell.” And he cannot rely on either his own self or any form of spiritual guidance: “He had no idea.” It
is almost as if we are witnessing themoment just before creation: “Therewas just nothing, nothing at all.” Combinedwith the
crossing of the river we are approaching the Christian topos of rebirth, which, as we shall see, is closely connected to the
perspective on reading developed here.

The scenes of reading follow the priest's exploration of the house. He tries to make sense of his situation by opening and
closing doors, looking through windows, taking up scraps of manuscripts, eventually a book, which he then tries to read.
While doing so, he is overcome with memories: memories of his former life, of a daughther he has fathered, of another time
when he had been to the house before. In ancient rhetorics, it was a common technique of the ars memoriae to imagine awalk
through a familiar house, whose rooms evoke representations of the memories associated with them. This technique can be
turned on its feet, as a productive form of reading rather than memorising. We find this already in the tenth book of
Augustinus' Confessions, much later still in Nietzsche. Well versed in the Classics and the Church Fathers, Greene ascribes this
reading technique to his protagonist. There is another Augustinian reference as well. At the beginning of the scene, as the
priest enters the house and desperately fights over some pieces of meat hanging off an old bone with a stray dog, the act of
devouring, couched in ethical considerations, becomes the prelude for his reading for memory. In the tenth book of the
Confessions, memory is famously metaphorised as the ‘soul's stomach’ (venter animi), in which experiences are digested and
changed. This became an absolute metaphor for understanding and reading in general: representations of memory retain the
outer world in the inner world of the individual, but necessarily in a form that makes this world only accessible again by way
of introspection. Reading became the simultaneous act of eating, digesting and reflecting, driven by a hunger of the soul that
can never be fully satisfied in this world. We should therefore not expect that our priest is an ordinary reader – or that he
reads like a literary critic or how a literary critic would want him to read. The way we read is both coloured by the reading
material, but also by the concrete practices of reading we have acquired throughout life. A priest reads differently compared to
a flower girl immersed in a novel.

I will skip the very interesting first scene of reading, where the priest discovers “a cardbox full of torn paper” (p. 140) that
he first lays eyes upon through a window from the outside, playing on the Augustinian antithesis of foris and intus (outside
and inside) that shaped the Western understanding not just of reading, but of cognitive activity in general. Incidentally, this
gaze through the window is a very strong theatrical moment in the chapter, a prelude to a true performance of this literal
scene of writing and reading. Yet I will concentrate on another scene, when the priest suddenly discovers a book. Significantly,
the passage through the house that leads to this discovery is explicitely designated as a “progress”. Christianity, especially
Catholicism, is not so much a religion of scripture, but emphaticially a book religion. The book of books is itself the result of a
‘progress’ of complex editing processes. Its purpose is by no means just to be read, but to be revered as an object or holy relic.
In our chapter, the priest first encounters scraps of paper, then manuscripts, finally a book. Already when he picks up the
papers, the priest realises that “the words were incomprehensible to him”. This is remarkable, because it really is only the
words, the linguistic parsing that poses problems for him: the texts he encounters are written in English, a language he does
not know very well. But he can still comprehend something about them as textual objects. This is as far removed from reading
as data processing through an optical interface as one can imagine. Here is what happens when the priest steps out of the
house again:
He came out on to the veranda and saw through a gap in the planks that a book had fallen to the ground and lay
between the rough pillars of brick which raised the house out of the track of ants. It was months since he had seen a
book. It was almost like a promise, mildewing there under the piles, of better things to come – life going on in private
houses with wireless sets and bookshelves and beds made ready for the night and a cloth laid for food. He knelt down
on the ground and reached for it. He suddenly realized that when once the long struggle was over and he had crossed
the mountains and the state line, life might, after all, be enjoyed again. (p. 144)
This passage is a strong demonstration of the book as not just a ‘container’ of text, but as a part of the texture of a specific
understanding of the ‘world’ itself, a “promise” of a world the protagonist nostalgically longs to go back to. Emblematically,
the book is placed next to the pillars bearing the house. The book is the pillar of the culture the priest has grown up in and that
is now threatened by the revolution. The kneeling can therefore be read not just as the necessary action of reaching for the
book, but also as a symbolic kneeling down before a sacred object, even more pertinent since he is a priest, and this is how he
has learned to approach something that transcends the merely human. This interpretation is supported by the fact that the
priest, after he has grabbed the book, opens it “at random” (p. 145), i.e. in the manner of St. Augustine's tolle, lege. This cultural
tradition is sublated in the gesture itself. It extends the religious devotion to any book, no matter what kind: “Even if he had
been unable to understand a word, it would still have been a book”.

Reading according to the tolle, lege – the focus on the individual passage, the immediate application of the reading to one's
own concrete predicament – is what later critical, literary and philological reading, i.e. professional reading as we know it
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today, turned emphatically against. The priest is not a subtle reader. When he discovers that the book is a collection of poetry,
he does not try to recalibrate his method, but simply transfers his devotional attitude onto it. He sits downwith the book: the
concentration this kind of reading requires evidently calls for a body position that minimises body tension and energy use.

This seems evenmore important in view of the fact that the priest has “a little difficulty”with the linguistic understanding
of the book that contains verses in English, “full of wordswhichwere like Esperanto”. There is a lot to be said about theminute
description of the bookbinding, stamp, motto and so on that the priest uses to make sense of the book to compensate for his
limited verbal understanding. I will not go into that here (but see Hron and Benne, 2020); but he does still try tomake sense of
the words. The word Esperanto is derived from the word for hope in the priest's native language - esperanza, a key term
troughout the whole chapter, and a highly charged term from a theological point of view: “Hope is an instinct only the
reasoning humanmind can kill.” (p. 140). The universal language of poetry replaces theological universality, but the priest has
difficulty in adapting his reading to the newmode: he approaches the verses with the same reverence as a holy script, and he
betrays this attitude byway of his gestures. The verses themselves, some of them poems for children, almost inevitably trigger
memories in the Augustinian sense.

Analysing the poems yields some surprising results (see Hron and Benne 2020), suffice it to say that both of them the-
matise the loss of a world and the impossibility of homecoming, including a crossing of the river with which the chapter set
out. This forms the prelude to the chapter's third scene of reading that now takes place completely within the priest's
memory. Remembering his time in the seminary, the priest envisions “a young man – a stranger from Tucson”, who sits in the
seminary's library surrounded by “tall shelves of sedate books” (p. 147). This young man (perhaps himself) draws his initials
on the library window that has been steamed over. This is a remarkable scene, a scene of writing that becomes a scene of
reading within a represented memory.

It is also remarkable because it is the reversal of what is happening in the chapter, instigated by a reversal of ordinary
writing. Instead of applying some form of solid matter onto an opaque surface, the youngman removesmatter (steam) from a
transparent surface. It is a strong symbol of the attempted empowerment of the self – a young man trapped in the self-
negating course to become a priest manages to catch a glimpse of the outside world by drawing his initials, almost like
peeping out of a Platonic cave. He even uses his index finger. The priest in thememory reading scene, however, precisely longs
to go back to that world, metonymically represented by the books in the library and the book he kneeled down for: “He looked
at it from the outside: he couldn't believe that he would ever get in.” He wants to go back into the cave, into the security and
community provided by theworld of books. Hope, for the priest, is a kind of return to the “oldworld” (p.140), which is why he
replaces one interpretation of revolution, the one he is fleeing from, with the other, original meaning of re-volution: re-
turning to the origin via memories, especially childhood memories (on the history of the two understandings of revolution,
see Arendt, 1963).

From a literary point of view, these scenes of reading that I have only touched upon here are embedded in layers upon
layers of different topics and questions: the history of colonialism is a prominent one (decades before liberation theology), the
relationship between different genders, between humans and other animals. If we pursue them, they would lead to the
insight that a theory of reading is never just scientific, but always already normative by nature. It is beyond the scope of a
language journal to approach these questions, but over time, empirical and linguistic research into reading will open up
exciting interdisciplinary and indeed philosophical perspectives that might tackle these questions from an advanced
distributed language perspective.

5. Concluding remark

As these few examples demonstrate, the concept of the scene of reading can be a powerful tool to analyse reading practices
throughout history, even though I have only focussed on one aspect. Research on reading today, fuelled by digital technology
and changing patterns of media use, suggests dramatic changes to our reading behaviour. We can only be aware of the extent
of these changes if we have a measure of comparison. Literary and philosophical analyses of scenes of reading could be such a
measure. With their help, we can argue for the importance of reading not just in terms of reading materials, but also of
reading practices.
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