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Silent Reading as a Latent Performance through 
the Lens of Ivan Vyskočil’s Concept  
of Inner Dialogical Tripolarity

Vít Zeman

Abstract

Although silent reading is typically regarded as a solitary and non-performative act, this ar-
ticle challenges that assumption by arguing for its latent performative nature. I  focus on 
silent reading as a (at least latent) performance through the lens of Ivan Vyskočil’s concepts 
of ‘dialogical acting with the inner partner’ and ‘inner tripolarity’ in the situation of open 
dramatic play. This concept, which has not received much attention in academic circles and 
remains marginalised, is addressed in this study.
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Slightly unusual introduction, or is silent reading a performance?

In What We See When We Read, novelist, painter, and designer Peter Mendelsund (2014: 
160) states: ‘We perform a book – perform a reading of a book. We perform a book, 
and we attend the performance. (As readers, we are both the conductor and the or-
chestra, as well as the audience.)’ 

Some theorists (e.g., KIVY 2006; MENDENSUND 2014) advocate silent-reading-as-
a-performance theory. They claim that while reading silently the internal voice (in-
trapersonal speech) sounds in the mind and has similar qualities to interpersonal 
speech. Their concepts correspond with psychological foundations about intraper-
sonal speech, which is derived from interpersonal speech (JANOUŠEK 2002: 194). So 
just as interpersonal speech can be considered a performance, the same goes for in-
trapersonal speech. Offering a deeper insight into this phenomenon, Peter Kivy aims 
to show that ‘the ontology of read literary works is the type/token ontology of musical 
and dramatic works’ (KIVY 2006: 5). Thus, every single reading of the text (my own, 
yours, and so on) is a particular token of a type. This token is analogous to the token 
of performative arts – the performance. Comparing the silent reading (SR) of the 
literature to reading the musical scores, SR can be, for those ‘talented-and-trained-
enough’, a kind of inner performance of the music itself (in the reader’s mind). 

Therefore, SR is a  performance that was born out of performance: ‘Reading to 
yourself, “silent reading”, is a rather late development in the history of literacy’ (KIVY 
2006: 11–12). SR is a result of the complex collective history of humankind, where the 
phenomenon of performance precedes the reading process. So, it can be understood 
(to a certain extent) as the product of human phylogeny, which seems to be tightly 
connected with culture. This phylogenetic process has its ontogenetic parallel, namely 
the internalisation of speech (see VYGOTSKY 1986; KRAGLER 1995; JANOUŠEK 
2002). At the very dawn of the phenomenon of literature, oral culture, and the prac-
tice of various kinds of performances had a massive impact, shaping the form of the 
text (see ONG 2002: 31–76). 

Ancient texts were written in what is known to linguists and paleographers as scriptura con­
tinua, which is to say, uninterrupted writing. What this means is that in ancient writing, there 
was no separation between words. And because there was no separation between words, it was, 
quite literally, impossible for the ancient reader to read silently with comprehension, even if 
he had wanted to do so. […] All reading then was, in this sense, performance or the audition 
of performance. Nor did this aspect of reading culture in the West change in an appreciable 
way until the late Middle Ages. (KIVY 2006: 16) 

Kivy discovers the first mention of SR in Augustine’s Confessions, where Augustine 
explicitly writes about his silent reading of the Biblical Epistle. There is an interesting 
parallel: one of the first important text types during the rise of SR around the 18th 
century was the epistolary and journal novels. When reading this type of text, the 
reader is ‘acting out the part of the someone (never mind who) reading letter or jour-
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nal’ (KIVY 2006: 22). This way of reading is yet very close to the SR during which the 
reader takes over and performs the role of the narrator in a sense. 

Describing this process, Kivy uses the character of Ion (taken from Plato), the rhap-
sode, who serves as a metaphorical description of the process in the reader’s mind 
while actively reading. Just as Ion played the role of narrator of Homeric epics, i.e., the 
role of Homer, so do we – in reading – play the role of narrator (KIVY 2006: 44–45 or 
59). We can go further: when the reader reads ‘the characters’ speeches, he is imper-
sonating the storyteller impersonating the characters by reciting their speeches, much 
as in Hamlet, in the play within the play, the actor who plays “the actor” impersonates 
an actor impersonating a king: an impersonator of an impersonator’ (KIVY 2006: 46). 
And it can be done both ways: aloud or silently. Both of them (silent and loud reading) 
automatically include some expression, ‘unless you make a special effort to read in 
an expressionless monotone, like a court reader reading back testimony’ (KIVY 2006: 
46); as for human beings it is natural to read with some expression. 

The silent-reading-as-a-performance concept can also be explained from the psy-
chological perspective based on personal, individual ontogeny (see JANOUŠEK 2002: 
194). It has been demonstrated and proven that poor readers can better understand 
the text reading aloud rather than silently. However, if the ability to read silently is 
trained and hence improves, skilled readers show better understanding after SR (PRI-
OR and WELLING 2010: 1–15). So, SR skills can or must be trained since they are not 
inborn. Conversely (and more importantly), the SR ability springs and derives from 
reading aloud and, hence, from interpersonal speech and performance. 

I would like to finish this brief outline of the Kivy’s silent-reading-as-a-performance 
theory by the following citation: 

It is my thesis that in silent reading of fictional works, I am a performer, my reading a per-
formance of the work. It is a silent performance in the head. I am enacting, silently, the part 
of the storyteller. I am a silent Ion. The most direct analogy, I claim, is between the silent 
reading of a novel and the silent reading of a musical score. […] It is not a movie or play in 
the mind’s eye but a storytelling in the mind’s ear. There is an Ion in each of us whom we 
enact in silent reading of fictional narration. (KIVY 2006: 63)

Walter J. Ong (2002: 32) reminds us of the Hebrew term dabar, which can be trans-
lated both as a ‘word’ and as an ‘event’. Dabar grasps the complexity of the phenom-
enon of spoken words – speech – its processual character, which is an action. This 
‘event of word’ is (compared to text) unstoppable: paused word becomes silence. 
Dabar is and needs permanent flux, and so does SR seem more like a flux than a solid 
artifact. 

In the Czech context, a similar concept to the silent-reading-as-a-latent-performance 
was developed by Ivan Vyskočil. According to Vyskočil (e.g., 2006a; 2006b), the read-
ing process derives from dialogical acting. It can be considered an open dramatic play 
in which the reader is internally polarised into three different inner voices or attitudes 
towards this situation. These voices are the inner listener/viewer, inner actor/reader, 
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and inner (co)author (VYSKOČIL 2023: 8–13). Every actor, performer, or reader is 
performing during his acting, or reading more or less transparently internally polar-
ised. It means that every participant in the open dramatic play has his/her (1) inner 
viewer, (2) inner actor, and (3) inner (co-)author, or, in other words, his/her receptive, 
executive, and directive attitude towards the situation of open dramatic play. The aim 
of this study is examination of Vyskočil’s concept via the approach of hermeneutics 
and cognitive studies. I hope it will enable us to understand and interpret the original 
concept of SR in a broader context. 

 

From Cognitive Science to Hermeneutics

I want to start this part by mentioning some fundamental and pivotal premises of the 
cognitive and philosophical inquiry of the reading process. The first can be considered 
as a basis for all the further discussions: the reading ability is not inborn (WOLF 2018: 
1–14). It may seem trivial at first sight, but it also stresses the crucial role of neuro-
plasticity, or the role of the so-called nurture in the process of acquiring reading abil-
ity. It sheds new light on previous thoughts about internalising external speech and 
performance. While the research on neuroplasticity’s impact on the reading process is 
extensive, it can be summed up as follows:

The successful learning of adaptive behaviors requires experience-driven alterations in the 
complex representations and computations that brains produce. These changes enhance the 
perception of relevant environmental objects and the generation via inference, prediction, 
and valuation of features that are not directly perceivable. Ultimately, this activity supports 
the appropriate decisions, action selection, and implementations that promote survival. […] 
[W]hat seems to be needed for learning through experience are plasticity forms that enable 
a neuronal population to refine its activity toward a target or goal pattern that is, in the end, 
useful to the animal in a specific behavior. (MAGEE and GRIENBERGER 2020: 110) 

In this context, reading ability represents a particular case of adaptive behaviour. 
Learning this ability requires the creative reconstruction of neural connections – the 
link between many (visual, motoric, language, and emotional, among others) areas 
in the brain (HRUBY et al. 2011: 157). The exact form of this interconnection is not 
given a priori. So, the particular way of learning reading ability and the medium used 
(book, screen, etc.) can affect the reading circuit. This means that literacy and the 
attitude towards it is a cultural issue, so the particular culture determines (to some 
extent) which cognitive functions would be preferred and which would be (to some 
extent) diminished (WOLF 2018: 15–34). It can be illustrated by comparing reading 
a piece of dense and metaphorical baroque poetry and current uniformed and flat 
Twitter messages or short news posted online. According to their intentions, these 
texts require different readers’ approaches, different ways of reading, and, hence, 
different proportions of cognitive functions involved in the reading process. During 
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reading, several different areas in both hemispheres are included in neural activity. 
Nevertheless, from the temporal or developmental perspective, we can talk about the 
increasing domination of the left hemisphere. ‘Word processing appears to correlate 
with left-hemisphere activity. There is more neural activation in the left temporopari-
etal and occipitotemporal areas as reading skill increases’ (HRUBY et al. 2011: 162). In 
short, as Armstrong (2013: 26) states, reading is ‘a neurological hybrid that draws on 
an array of brain processes that evolved in the first place for other purposes and are 
primarily dedicated to other functions’.

At this point, we can move forward with another premise: reading is always the 
reading of something. This means that some form of content must necessarily be a com-
plementary part of the formal reading process. Not only does the process of reading 
(‘formal reading’) by its very structure (i.e., by all neural functions required for read-
ing) change the structure of the brain (neural connections), but also the content has 
its transformative power. In reality, those two aspects (formal reading structure and 
the content read) are organically intertwined; this separation is, therefore, made for 
the purpose of clarity. Paul B. Armstrong comments on the synthesis of the reading 
process and the content read: 

[L]iterature plays with the brain through experiences of harmony and dissonance that set 
in motion and help to negotiate oppositions that are fundamental to the neurobiology of 
neural functioning – basic tensions in the operation of the brain between the drive for pat-
tern, synthesis, and constancy versus the need for flexibility, adaptability, and openness to 
change. (ARMSTRONG 2013: ix)

The basic tension mentioned by Armstrong – which provokes and opens the plural-
ity of perspectives and (hence) the inner tripolarity – belongs, according to Gottschall 
(2012: 102), to a set of crucial evolutionary adaptations that help, or even enable, the 
human species to survive. 

However, it is not only about the formal process, the constant mental or cognitive 
search for the middle position between ultimate stability (the stable structure created by 
the inner author – one pole of intrapersonal polarity according to Vyskočil) and absolute 
lability (the dynamics of life, performance, or play which is conditio sine qua non). Remem-
bering the importance of content, we can also say that fictional characters can influence 
us; that the ‘ink people of scripture […] shape our behaviors and our customs, and in so 
doing, they transform societies and histories’ (GOTTSCHALL 2012: 144).

Maryanne Wolf (2018: 69–104) claims that under certain conditions – when the 
reader is focused, patient enough, undistracted, has enough time, etc. – the process 
of deep reading can start and unfold. Within this process of deep reading, the same 
neurons (here mirror neurons1) are active as within the real action executed by the 
reader. This also confirms the silent-reading-as-a-latent-performance thesis (see above). 

1    Mirror neurons are active when an action is executed and when a similar action is ‘just’ observed. For 
a critical assessment of this topic, see e.g., (Caramazza et al. 2014).
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Moreover, Wolf (2018: 35–68) argues that during deep reading, the reader’s brain ac-
tively simulates the consciousness of the other (narrator and/or fictional character). 
That is why the argument made by Harding (1968: 301) that ‘a process of looking on 
at a representation of imagined events or, rather, of listening to a description of them’ 
can affect and transform the reader. This idea is in agreement with the more recent 
research findings: for example, Lubomír Doležel (2012: 263–281) claims that the fic-
tional world can provide to the reader a very similar experience to that of the real 
world. Harding’s argument builds on the concept of ‘onlooker’, or, rather, a metaphor 
of ‘onlooker’. This reader-onlooker is characterised by the specific attitude towards the 
text and fictional world – by his attention towards it and evaluation of it. Those two 
are essential not only in the situation of actual observation of a real situation but also 
in the situation of reading (fiction) where the reader-onlooker ‘is being told’ about the 
situation he/she ‘missed’ (and the ontological state of this situation can be described 
just as a ‘possible’ situation). It means that when attentive and evaluative enough, the 
reader can be transformed by enlarging his range of quasi-experience (HARDING 
1968: 303). The reading process has a similar impact on the reader as the situation of 
onlooking. 

The following example can describe the transformation of interest, values, and sen-
timent: 

A girl who watches a mother caring for an infant is not just reminded of one of the pos-
sibilities of her own life; she may also be extending her insight into the sort of satisfaction 
that a mother gets, perhaps correcting sentimental preconceptions or seeing compensations 
where she would have anticipated only trouble. (HARDING 1968: 303)

We can see that the transformation, or modification, is not realised just through 
the absolute emphatic immersion in the fictional world of a  text. It is rather 
a  part of a  more complex cognitive process, including evaluating and comparing 
the reader’s  and textual horizons and creating a  subjective attitude towards it. In 
Vyskočil’s (2023: 8–13) terminology, the inner actor reads the text, the inner viewer 
reflects upon it, and the inner (co)author searches for a meaningful structure, the 
structure of meaning, respectively. With the problem of melting (reader’s and tex-
tual) horizons, we enter into the realm of philosophy, or phenomenology and her-
meneutics more precisely; moreover, creating the temporarily solid patterns in the 
liquid reality (I mentioned above in the context of the formal reading process) is, 
according to Armstrong (2013: 63), a hermeneutical task. Hence, we should go from 
the field of cognitive science to the realm of hermeneutical and phenomenological 
philosophy. Armstrong (2013: 63–64) claims that there is a gap between neurologi-
cal processes, which are the domain of neurobiology, and the mind, or conscious-
ness, which is the domain of phenomenological philosophy. The way that this gap is 
bridged (if this connection really exists) is, according to Armstrong, unexplored. So, 
I offer to shift from the domain of neurology to the domain of its non-physical cor-
relate in the next section. 
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From hermeneutics to phenomenology of literature and reading

One of the possible and apt (and currently also ‘traditional’) perspectives for the phil-
osophical interpretation of the reading process are hermeneutics and phenomenology 
of reading (e.g., GADAMER 1990; INGARDEN 1965; ISER 1972). 

It is not without importance that cognitive science and philosophical hermeneutics 
share some convergent statements (see above). However, the ways of achieving them 
(according to their methodologies) are, to a certain extent, different. 

Armstrong (2013: 59) claims that cognitive processes enabling the human species 
to interact effectively with the outer world correspond with the hermeneutical circle 
(dialectics of pre-understanding and text’s reception and understanding). This princi-
ple aligns with Vyskočil’s concept of intrapersonal dialogue of three inner poles dur-
ing the reading process. That is why I have chosen this philosophical perspective for 
interpretation of Vyskočil’s model. 

The problem of intrapersonal dialogue can be understood as the variation on the 
understanding and (proper) interpretation problem which has a  long tradition and 
lasting meaning in the history of philosophy. It can be traced back at least to Augus-
tine, who was of enormous importance and inspiration for Heidegger and Gadamer 
(see e.g. GRONDIN 1991). Here, I will limit myself to focus on the work of Hans-
Georg Gadamer (1900–2002). Gadamer states that we have to understand particular 
things from the perspective of the whole, but at the same time, we are to understand 
the whole on the basis of the particularities (Gadamer quoted in CORETH et al. 
2010: 39–41). Moreover, everyone who wants to understand any text permanently 
anticipates (GADAMER 1990: 270–280): the reader anticipates the meaning of the 
whole text from the very first particular meaning he/she interprets. However, this par-
ticular meaning can emerge and can be grasped only because the recipient has his/
her set of pre-judices and pre-understanding (Vorverständnis) of the whole. Gadamer 
understands prejudice as conditio sine qua non of the process of understanding. Every 
voice (in the framework of interpersonal and – that is of supreme importance for this 
study – also intrapersonal dialogue) enters the common situation with a specific set 
of ‘prejudices’, which are constantly reshaped by the ongoing (dialectic) process of 
discovering and creating (negotiating) the meaning. This dialectic process reveals the 
interaction structure of the three inner poles described by Vyskočil (2023: 8–13). The 
Gadamerian hermeneutic process is not ‘only’ dialectic but also dialogical because the 
dialectic of dialogue corresponds to the dialectic of thinking, and in the core of under-
standing lies its condition that the speakers have to find common speech (GADAMER 
1977: 259–261). In the context of Vyskočil’s thinking, the term ‘dialogue’ is of supreme 
importance as well: his idea of intrapersonal dialogue, or (internal) tripolarity means 
that the reader is, during the reading process, in a constant dialogue with himself or 
herself. In this inner dialogue he/she reflects upon the content and form of text and 
reading (VYSKOČIL 2006b: 5). In the realm of intrapersonal (inner) dialogue, it is also 
true that: ‘The influence of our fellow-onlookers [inner partners in Vyskočil’s terms. – 
V.Z.] draws our attention to one aspect or event rather than another, changing the 
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emphasis or bringing to mind what we might have overlooked’ (HARDING 1968: 305). 
It enables the reader to discover the multiplicity of potential meanings of the text and 
to use some of them for creation of the coherent fictional world. 

It is closely related to Gadamer’s  ‘fusion of horizons’ concept. On that account 
Malpas (2022) writes:

Gadamer views understanding as a matter of negotiation between oneself and one’s partner 
in the hermeneutical dialogue such that the process of understanding can be seen as a mat-
ter of coming to an ‘agreement’ about the matter at issue. Coming to such an agreement 
means establishing a common framework or ‘horizon’ and Gadamer thus takes understand-
ing to be a process of the ‘fusion of horizons’ (Horizontverschmelzung). In phenomenology, 
the ‘horizon’ is, in general terms, that larger context of meaning in which any particular 
meaningful presentation is situated. Inasmuch as understanding is taken to involve a  ‘fu-
sion of horizons’, then so it always involves the formation of a new context of meaning that 
enables integration of what is otherwise unfamiliar, strange, or anomalous. In this respect, 
all understanding involves a process of mediation and dialogue between what is familiar and 
what is alien, in which neither remains unaffected. (MALPAS 2022: 3.22)

But how is the hermeneutical dialogue executed in the case of SR? In order to 
answer (at least partially) this question, we should focus on the concept of places of 
indeterminacy (INGARDEN 1965: §38) as well as the polyphonic structure of the text. 
Appealing to both of these concepts, Roman Ingarden claims that even in the case 
of reading silently and alone, the text, if the reader knows the language used, sounds 
somehow in the mind, so there is still at least implicit voice in the act of reading (IN-
GARDEN 1957: §7) – and this claim corresponds with Kivy’s thoughts (2006: 63). 

According to Ingarden (1957: §3–4), it is important and beneficial for the inquiry 
of the reading process to include the analysis of the structure of the text because the 
text is indispensable for the reading process; it is conditio sine qua non. As the focus 
of the article is on the performative aspect of reading, the term ‘literary work of 
art’, rather than more generic ‘text’ is of great importance. I understand the ‘literary 
work of art’ as an intentional object, a phenomenon of the subjective consciousness 
that, as a  result of phenomenological eidetic reduction, becomes transcendental, 
inter-subjective, and de-psychologised, offered as an artefact by the author(s) for the 
intentional scrutiny of the reader(s) (CHRZANOWSKA-KLUCZEWSKA 2015: 3). In-
garden (1965: §13) defines the text in general, and literary one in particular, as 
an organic unity, polyphonic harmony of four distinct but interdependent strata: 
(1) sound formations, (2) meaning units, (3) represented objects, and (4) schematised 
aspects. The stratum of sound formations (i.e., sound, rhythm, tempo, etc.) is of great 
importance in the context of this article. When we say out loud any word, it consists 
of (1) invariant sound, which is manifested in (2) concrete, to some extent variable 
speech (INGARDEN 1965: §9). The invariant causes the listener (the inner viewer, in 

2    The source does not contain pagination, so I refer to the section.
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Vyskočil’s terms) to be able to recognise the word and its meaning. At the same time, 
the variable ‘segment’ depends entirely on the ability and intention of the speaker – 
in case of actor performance, the inner actor as the speaker. The concrete form of 
the utterance can affect not only the meaning (like in the case of verbal irony) but 
also cooperate with the process of creating the recipient’s general psychic state in the 
given communication situation. For example, we can imagine reading too slowly or 
too fast. When the pace of reading is inappropriate (when it does not correspond to 
the immanent requirements of the text read), the recipient, the inner viewer in this 
case, can be bored (in the first case), or stressed, and/or lost (in terms of receiving 
meaning). In some cases, when vocabulary corresponds with the very ‘living’ (i.e., 
frequently used in ordinary communication) layer of language, the connotative rich-
ness and appellative force of the speech (together with its sound, tempo, rhythm, and 
so on) are strong enough to enable the listener to just ‘observe’ the reader’s particu-
lar ongoing experiences without any (need of) discursive thinking, claims Ingarden 
(1965: § 9–10). Thus, the sound of words (sounding even only in mind) and their 
particular utterance have a significant impact on reception and interpretation, and, 
hence, the final experience on the part of the recipient (listener, spectator). In other 
words, not only the content (‘what’) but also the way of reading (‘how’) plays a pivotal 
role in the reading process – and the ‘how’ is partially prescribed by the text itself 
(that is, the stratum of sound formations). However, this is not the only aspect that 
significantly impacts the silent-reading-as-a-latent-performance or the inner dialogic 
tripolarity. This is also an important aspect of the other two strata – the problem of 
textual indeterminacy. 

The phenomenon of textual indeterminacy is related to the stratum of objectivities 
(represented objects) and to the stratum of schematised aspects, ‘which in their very 
name contain the allusion to their incomplete and undetermined nature’ (CHRZA
NOWSKA-KLUCZEWSKA 2015: 4). Since the text consists of a given finite number 
of letters and words, it cannot encompass all features and properties of the fiction-
al world (in the case of narrative texts). It is, therefore, necessarily ‘incomplete’; it 
necessarily has gaps. Moreover, the borderline between the signified and unsignified 
sometimes seems somewhat blurry – ‘like setting a flashlight on a night landscape or 
observing a city in a fog’ (MENDELSUND 2014: 65). So, every reader, or, more pre-
cisely, his inner co-authorial pole, is challenged by the text – it is up to the recipient 
to take the perspective offered by the text: to recognise and decipher written text or 
the spoken utterance. 

Processing and understanding the stratum of meaning units, which is conveyed 
by the sound (or at least associated with the inner voice), creates for the reader a set 
of intentional correlates of the sentences, the stratum of represented objects (the 
fictional world, so to speak). It is worth mentioning that the fictional world is given 
(or gives itself) to the reader from a particular perspective (stratum of schematised 
aspects). This perspective is the cause of the text’s  skeletal, incomplete ontological 
state (see INGARDEN 1965; MENDELSUND 2014; CHRZANOWSKA-KLUCZEWSKA 
2015; THOMASSON 2020).
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It is, hence, up to the reader to react to this situation and respond. According to Iser 
(1972: 279), ‘the text only takes on life when it is realized, and furthermore the realiza-
tion is by no means independent of the individual disposition of the reader – though 
this in turn is acted upon by the different patterns of the text’. In actor training and 
personal development framework, Vyskočil believes this realisation should be holistic – 
‘psychosomatic’. This means that not only semantic rational cognition is in the play, but 
also the imagination and affiliated processes, which is the condition of successful read-
ing (FRYNTOVÁ 2003: 66). It is, therefore, necessary to revive the fictional world (the 
stratum of represented objects) in imagination. That, then, impacts the whole process 
(form and content) of communication. Vlastimil Švec (2008: 40) claims that the imag-
ined is hearable, i.e., that the imagined shapes the way of expression (whether on stage 
or in the mind). So, the vivid or revived content (sensu MENDELSUND 2014: 96–104) 
emerges from the active inner dialogue about and over the read text. 

If the reader (especially his inner co-authorial pole) succeeds in this process of 
concretisation (of the text), it can affect the reader mutually. It can provoke his/her 
emotional reaction (INGARDEN 1957: §26). This is tightly connected with empathy 
and the experience through the (on)looking mentioned above. From this perspec-
tive, it is also possible to speak about a  fusion of horizons, or about one complex 
process of hermeneutic dialogue: ‘Words are effective not because of what they carry 
in them, but for their latent potential to unlock the accumulated experience of the 
reader. Words “contain” meanings, but, more importantly, words potentiate mean-
ing…’ (MENDELSUND 2014: 302). 

The process of concretisation and response to the text builds on the experiences 
saved and stored in memory and the reader’s authorial ability (condition). That is why 
the readers prefer some objectivities and schematic aspects; that is why every single 
reading is, to some extent, unique. And that is why we can speak about the correlative 
activity of the reader (see e.g., ISER 1972; INGARDEN 1957; MENDELSUND 2014). 

Ivan Vyskočil’s non/theory: silent reading as an inner dialogical 
acting of three poles

Ivan Vyskočil (1929–2023) was a Czech (authorial) actor, psychologist, writer, theorist 
of theatre, and pedagogue. Vyskočil’s attitude towards theatre can be titled as non/
theatre, or, as Jan Roubal, Czech theatre theorist and pedagogue, wrote, as the periph-
ery theatre, or rather off-off-Prague-theatre (ČUNDERLE and ROUBAL 2001: 168). 
The principle of non/theatre lies in the authorial text, or authorial storytelling, which 
is embodied and transformed into open dramatic play. As Vyskočil says himself: ‘what 
we are interested in is the ability to play. The ability to play in public, that is, on stage 
and in the presence (or perhaps even better with the participation) of an audience’ 
(VYSKOČIL 2023: 1). This ability has a strong processual and conceptual character. 
It is a  theatre in statu nascendi (ROUBAL 2003: 36). According to this non/theatre 
perspective, we can consider theatre and performance as unique, unrepeatable meet-
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ings and commonality, which are rather open dramatic play than a presentation of 
final products; the interconnection with and inclusion of the spectator is of high im-
portance (e.g., Vyskočil wanted the spectator not to have to pay an entrance fee) (see 
ČUNDERLE and ROUBAL 2001). 

Ivan Vyskočil is also known as the discoverer of the so-called ‘Dialogical Acting with 
the Inner Partner’ (MUSILOVÁ 2011: 95–97), which, as an open dramatic play, cor-
responds with the core of his authorial works and performances. Dialogical Acting 
(DA) is a psychosomatic discipline (discovered in 1968); it builds on the experience 
with inner voice, inner gesture, and different body tensions in the given situation 
(VYSKOČIL 2012: 10–16). The DA is about including the attitudes a human being ex-
periences towards the given situation; it is about providing them space and unfolding 
the gesture/shape either of every human or some of them. It usually takes place in the 
framework of ‘public solitude’, when the others (actors or public) implicitly help the 
‘actor’ to find the optimal body tension (eutonia) (cf. e.g., MUSILOVÁ 2025: 41–47). 

This is how Ivan Vyskočil himself defined Dialogical Acting:3 

The basis of Dialogical Acting is the experience and the experiencing of interacting (speak-
ing, playing) with oneself (with one’s inner partner, or partners) which as a rule happens 
when one is alone. On reflecting, almost everyone should be able to recall the experience of 
talking to oneself, the experience of play on one’s own, from one’s own life. The point then 
is to study and learn how to produce similarly authentic, spontaneous, playful interaction 
and interplay (behaving and experiencing) in public, in a situation of ‘public solitude’ (Stan-
islavsky), in the presence and with the attention of ‘an audience’. In a situation where it is 
‘as if’ the others, the audience, were not present, in particular without visual and physical 
contact. (VYSKOČIL 2003)

Before I move to Vykočil’s concept of performance and (silent) reading as a latent 
performance, I must clarify the terminology used in the definition since Vyskočil uses 
different terms compared to Kivy, for example. Vyskočil does not use the term ‘perfor-
mance’, instead he uses the term ‘open dramatic play’; however, I claim, Vyskočil’s con-
cept fits into the broad definition of ‘performance’ (e.g., SCHECHNER 2013: 2). 
‘Performativity’ and ‘performance’ are in essence heterogeneous, open, and resistant 
to the ultimate definition terms. There are even inherent contradictions, or at least 
their possibility (SCHECHNER 2013: 24). Vyskočil does not ultimately define the term 
‘open dramatic play’. Looking for the definition we can use some of Koubová’s find-
ings to clarify what Vyskočil meant by ‘open dramatic play’. 

Alice Koubová, Czech philosopher who attended Vyskočil’s  DA classes, explores 
the phenomenological reflection of expressivity and intersubjectivity.4 It means that 
the performance in the narrow sense needs the other and a  certain connection – 

3    Full definition is available at the Institute for Research into and Study of Authorial Acting website. 

4    Notice that phenomenology, esp. Jan Patočka and personalistic and dialogic philosophy was the 
philosophical background for Vyskočil (see ČUNDERLE and ROUBAL 2001)!
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communication. Referring to Max Scheler, Koubová (2019: 19–40) describes the il-
lusionary character of the alleged absolute separateness of the subject and the other. 
However, on the other hand, the subject is not absolutely transparent to himself. Us-
ing a visual metaphor, we can speak about the twilight: in the interaction with others 
but also with our very selves, we meet certain resistance, the otherness (the polarity, 
in Vyskočil’s sense); we are, therefore, able to understand just partially – (like) in the 
twilight. This doubling and doubting, this essential need for expression in which we 
can meet and recognise others, ourselves (because the self is not behind its expression; 
it is its expression), and the otherness (polarity) in ourselves, is deeply rooted in our 
human existence: it is the source of performativity and of what Vyskočil calls ‘open 
dramatic play’. This expression can be considered as a kind of DA; we can talk about 
its mutual character since perceiving the other means allows a performer to ‘act’ (‘par-
ticipate’, ‘be present’). And vice versa.

According to John Dewey (2005: 74), whose pedagogical attitude (‘learning by do-
ing’) was similar to Vyskočil’s, the essence of expression is the intimate unity of our 
actual existential situation and values, created by ‘sediments’ of past experiences in-
corporated into our very selves. In the expression, we meet ourselves and others, so in-
tersubjectivity (and intra-subjectivity!) is the very part of expressivity (and vice versa). 
The performance, then, ‘is complete only as it works in the experience of others than 
the one who created it’ (DEWEY 2005: 110). The receptive (or co-creative) other (or 
the inner viewer) is conditio sine qua non. 

Dialogical Acting with the Inner Partner allows the other’s attitude toward a given 
situation to exist and interact. It is about embodiment of different attitudes toward 
the same actual situation. Thus, every inner partner represents one of those attitudes. 
Vyskočil adds that the other can be an integral part of myself, or this inner partner – 
a particular voice in the intrapersonal polyphonic speech (VYSKOČIL 2012: 15). Dia-
logical Acting with the Inner Partner, then, is the key element in understanding read-
ing as performance. Vyskočil (2006a: 7) claims that reading can be understood as the 
continuation or derivation of DA because it can be labelled (under certain conditions) 
as an open dramatic play, or performance in the broad sense of the word as I have 
mentioned earlier. 

When speaking about DA, the other is manifested in different body tensions, the 
openness in receiving this otherness, and responsivity in embodied response by action 
or verbal response (VYSKOČIL 2012: 15). If reading is considered as an open dra-
matic play, then those voices and gestures, those different attitudes towards the situa-
tion are not embodied in the space, as is the case of dialogical acting, but are included 
implicitly as an openness to alternative reading, as a curiosity, and as the attitude of 
the discoverer (rather than knower). Thus, the dialectic of pre-understanding and un-
derstanding (hermeneutic circle) is executed by the dialogue of inner voices (so it is 
the intrapersonal DA), whereas the tension between the desire for harmony and need 
for openness (ARMSTRONG 2013: ix) is the internal (cognitive) motivation for this 
hermeneutic dialogue of different inner poles. And the dialogue is possible because 
the text, due to its indeterminacy, offers many possible ways of reading it. 
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We can also notice that both reading and dialogical acting correspond with the 
‘dynamic system theory’ model (the dynamic system can interact with the outer en-
vironment) offered by Lutterbie (2017: 297–299). Responsiveness and openness are 
essential for dialogical acting and, therefore, for reading. 

As I mentioned at the beginning, the crucial element for Vyskočil’s theory of open 
dramatic play (or performance) is the theory of the inner tripolarity of the performer. 
Roubal (2003: 38–41) claims that this internal tripolarity has its external correlate – in 
the case of collective open dramatic play, individual participants can play and alternate 
these three ‘roles’ (viewer, actor, co-author). Vyskočil (2023: 8) argues that in open 
dramatic play, the inner partner enters the situation as the inner viewer. ‘The viewer 
views, perceives and realises – we also say reflects on – the situation’ (VYSKOČIL 2023: 8). 
His/her task is also to anticipate (according to his/her pre-understanding), interpret, 
and explain (understand) the situation as the situation of play. Due to the presence of 
the inner viewer, the inner attitude, or pole of the actor appears. ‘Our inner viewer 
is inside us, because it is us we are concerned with, makes us into an actor by starting 
to view us as an actor’ (VYSKOČIL 2023: 8). And since the reading (as I have shown 
above) is necessarily a  process and performance – Vyskočil would probably prefer 
the term ‘acting’, or ‘open dramatic play’ (when speech and reading are stopped, it 
disappears), – the inner actor’s execution of reading produces unexpected meanings 
which have to be incorporated into the previous harmonical interpretation (harmony) 
or can be the cause of the reconstruction of the original – and now untenable – in-
terpretation. This inner interaction provokes the dynamic unfolding process of play 
(or performance so to speak). It unfolds in reciprocity: the situation of open dramatic 
play enables the inner viewer to emerge, and the inner viewer consolidates the situa-
tion of play. Nevertheless, there is also the third pole Vyskočil reminds us about. It is 
the inner (co-)author. In order to describe its role within the process, we can borrow 
Vyskočil’s own words: 

What is characteristic for an author (or co-author) of a play if it is not exactly that the author 
comes up with the idea, puts it together, and writes it down? It is the author’s relationship 
to the play as to a meaningful whole. One might say that the author has in them the entirety 
of the play, which also means that they have in them all the characters and all the roles of the 
given play. (VYSKOČIL 2023: 13)

The inner (co)author can be understood as the inner voice representing the desire 
for the harmonical whole (which permanently echoes in our cognitive structures as 
I have mentioned above).

This phenomenon of internal tripolarity – in the hermeneutical terminology, it 
can be described as a  fusion of different partial (and more particular) horizons of 
one person, – also occurs during the SR process since the reading process can be 
considered as the specific unfolding of so-called dialogical acting (with the inner part-
ner) (VYSKOČIL 2006a: 7). Although Vyskočil stresses the importance of reading 
aloud because that is the very opportunity to hear yourself as someone else (see, e.g., 
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VYSKOČIL 1979), we can also apply this theory to SR since there is just a quantitative 
and not a qualitative difference between the two; the volume is reduced to minimum, 
but the expression is latently present and, hence, we can mark SR as a (at least latent) 
performance (sensu KIVY 2006). The silent-reading-as-a-latent-performance concept is 
compatible with Vyskočil’s DA; it is not only the inner Ion (KIVY 2006: 63) but also 
the inner polyphonic dialogue – dialectic hermeneutical dialogue about the possible 
interpretation of the undetermined text with the continual reference to the tension 
between the desire for harmony and the need for openness. 

All in all, Ivan Vyskočil’s concept of dialogical acting with the inner partner and 
concept of inner tripolarity in the situation of open dramatic play sheds a new per-
spective on silent-reading-as-a-performance thesis presented by Peter Kivy (2006), who 
argues that every SR can be considered (analogically to the silent reading of a musical 
score) as a performance of ‘inner Ion’ (metaphorically speaking), or Ions. Unfolding 
Vyskočil’s findings shows that inner dynamic dialogue establishes the ‘intrapersonal 
performance’ during SR. Therefore, SR can be considered a latent performance, or an 
open dramatic play executed by intrapersonal dialogue of three inner partners/poles 
of the reader. The silent reading, I argue, is not only an open dramatic play but also 
an internal fusion of (partial) horizons (in Gadamer’s sense) happening on the basis 
of different ‘playgrounds’ of different textual strata (in Ingarden’s sense). 
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