
Call for Papers: Orality, Aurality and Literacy in ‘Early Late Antiquity’ (250–450 CE) 

Second Conference on Orality, Aurality and Literacy in Late Antiquity    

 

Follow-up to the conference “Orality, Aurality and Literacy in ‘Late Late Antiquity’ (450–700 CE)” 

(Innsbruck University, October 2025) 

  

Conference Theme 

The first edition of this conference (October 2025) explored how oral, aural, and literate practices 

coexisted, evolved, and were reinvented in the centuries after the fall of Rome (450–700 CE). That 

investigation revealed a world where structures for oral performance were apparently declining, but 

still well established, and literary production became increasingly sophisticated and erudite.  

But what about the roots of these transformations? What happened in the earlier phase of Late 

Antiquity, when the crisis of classical institutions first emerged and new cultural paradigms were 

being born? 

  

This second conference moves backward in time to examine the period 250–450 CE – an era of 

profound upheaval, experimental creativity, and foundational change. Often overshadowed by the 

“golden” Augustan-age model of classical literacy (revitalized in the Adrian Classicism, for example, 

and by poetae novelli or the rest of the erudition in 2nd century), this period witnessed the slow but 

irreversible disintegration of the traditional Roman political and military order, alongside the 

explosive rise of Christian literature and new poetic and rhetorical forms. It was a time when oral 

traditions, aural practices, and textual production did not merely survive but actively generated the 

cultural conditions for the world that followed. 

  

Why 250–450 CE? The Germination of a New Cultural Order 

If the later period (450–700) represents the consolidation and transformation of post-Roman oral-

aural cultures, the early period (250–450) is the germination phase. This is when the break with 

classical antiquity first became tangible: the so labelled ‘third-century crisis’, the tetrarchic reforms, 

the Constantinian turn, and the gradual Christianization of the empire. In these two centuries, we 

see: 

• The rise of new literary genres (hagiography, homiletics, biblical epic, cento, confessional 

autobiography) that deliberately reworked or rejected classical models. 

• The centrality of the 4th century as a laboratory of cultural hybridity, where oral preaching, 

communal singing (psalms, hymns), and public readings shaped a distinctly Christian oral and 

aural landscape. 

• The creation of new poetic worlds (e.g., Juvencus, Prudentius, Paulinus of Nola, Nonnus) that 

invented a Christian-Latin and Christian-Greek poetic idiom, often drawing on oral 

performance traditions while engaging deeply with written intertextuality. 

• The paradox of cultural creativity amid military and institutional disintegration – from the 

“Gallic empire” to the border wars, from imperial usurpations to the sack of Rome (410), 

intellectual and literary production flourished as never before. 

  

Understanding this earlier phase is essential to grasp the full arc of late antique oral-aural-literary 

dynamics. Without the experiments of the 3rd and 4th centuries – the homilies of Origen and John 

Chrysostom, the hymns of Ephrem and Ambrose, the confessional narratives of Augustine, the 

reworking of epic by Claudian and Prudentius – the later “late late antique” world would be 

unintelligible. 

  

 



Key Questions and Topics 

We invite contributions that explore how oral, aural, and literate practices intersected, clashed, or 

reinforced each other in Early Late Antiquity (250–450 CE). Themes include but are not limited to: 

  

1. Germination and Transformation 

o How did the third-century crisis and the fourth-century “revolution” (Constantinian, 

Theodosian) reshape oral/aural practices? 

o What new forms of performance emerged (liturgical reading, chant, public preaching, 

civic panegyric in a Christianizing world)? 

o How did the gradual decline of traditional pagan festivals and theatrical spectacles 

affect oral culture? 

  

2. Christian Literature and New Genres 

o Orality and aurality in homiletics (Origen, John Chrysostom, Augustine, Gregory of 

Nazianzus) – the sermon as performance. 

o Hymnody and psalmody as oral-aural community practice (Ephrem the Syrian, 

Ambrose of Milan). 

o Hagiography between oral tradition and literary composition (Athanasius’ Life of 

Antony, Sulpicius Severus’ Martin). 

o Biblical epic and paraphrase: Juvencus, Eudocia, Nonnus, and the creation of a 

Christian poetic language. 

  

3. Poetic Innovation and the Rupture with Classicism 

o Prudentius, Paulinus of Nola, and the invention of Christian-Latin poetry – how do 

these poets engage with oral recitation and aural effects? 

o The cento as a hybrid genre (oral play with classical texts). 

o The survival of classicizing rhetoric in panegyric (Pacatus, Claudian, Procopius of 

Gaza, Coricius) – performance at court and its transformation. 

  

4. Literacy, Education, and the Aural Public 

o The late antique school: rhetorical training, declamation, and the shift toward 

Christian paideia. 

o Who was listening? The changing composition of audiences for public readings (from 

elite circles to monastic communities and congregations). 

o Inscriptions, public announcements, and the aural experience of the written word. 

  

5. Methodological Challenges and Comparative Perspectives 

o Reconstructing oral/aural dimensions from texts that are our only witnesses. 

o Comparisons with earlier (classical) or later (early medieval) oral-literate interfaces. 

o The interplay between social crisis (invasions, political collapse) and cultural 

flourishing – what does this tell us about orality and literacy? 

  

Submission Guidelines 

• Abstracts of 250–300 words (excluding bibliography) should be sent 

to oraulituibkconference@gmail.com by 01/09/2026. 

• Please include a brief biographical note (max. 100 words) with institutional affiliation (if 

applicable). 

• Presentations should be 20 minutes, followed by 10 minutes of discussion. 

mailto:oraulituibkconference@gmail.com


• The conference will be held in person (hybrid/online possible upon request) on 10–12 

February 2027 at the Institut für klassische Philologie und neulateinische Studien, University 

of Innsbruck (Ágnes Heller Haus, Innrain 52a). 

  

Publication Plans   

Selected papers will be considered for publication in an edited volume or special journal issue, 

complementing the proceedings of the first conference. 

Key Dates 

• Abstract deadline: 01/09/2026 

• Notification of acceptance: 15/11/2026 

• Conference dates: 10–12 February 2027 

  

We look forward to submissions that explore the origins of late antique oral, aural and literary 

dynamics – a period of crisis, rupture, and breathtaking creativity that laid the groundwork for the 

centuries to come. 

  

The Organizers,           

Martin Bauer-Zetzmann, Simon Ellinger, Riccardo Stigliano, Chiara Telesca 

 


