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PART I

THEORY
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This section contains theoretical reflections on letter
writing as a stylistic and rhetorical practice as well as
practical guidance on how to write appropriate let-
ters. The study of rhetoric, focused on oratory and
often embracing literary style more broadly, was a
highly developed intellectual prusuit in antiquity,
going back to Plato, the sophists, and Aristotle. Let-
ters are tangential to this enterprise, but often enter
the discussion of style, which was generally divided
into grand, plain, and middle, with letters exempli-
fying plain, or low, style. The first excerpt comes
from a rhetorical treatise that survived under the
name of Demetrius of Phaleron, a prominent Athe-
nian philosopher and statesman (3 50—280 BCE), but
it is likely as late as the first century ck, when the
famous name would have given the work more
authority. The section on letters is part of a dis-
cussion of plain style and is focused on making
sure the letter appears natural. The second selec-
tion is also attributed to Demetrius, but it is quite
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PART I: THEORY

a different type of work: this is a practical manual
to be used by personal secretaries or bureaucrats
looking for guidance in writing letters appropriate
to particular situations. It provides a taxonomy and
templates. The fine-grained distinctions between
different types of negative letters are noteworthy
and indicative of the importance of finding the right
tone based on the nature of the relationship between
the sender and the addressee and the specific issue
treated in the letter. The final excerpt, by the late
Roman rhetorician Julius Victor (fourth centu-
ry CE), treats letters in connection with a discussion
of how to properly represent character in speech.
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ON STYLE

DEMETRIUS

Since the letter-writing style must also be plain, we
will discuss it too. Artemon, who edited the letters
of Aristotle, says that one must write letters in the
same manner as dialogues: for a letter is just one
side of a dialogue. And some of what he says is rea-
sonable, but not all of it. A letter needs to be some-
what more deliberate than a dialogue: a dialogue
represents extemporaneous utterances, but a letter
is written and sent as a kind of gift....

A letter should most of all represent the character
of the writer, just like the dialogue; for it’s almost as
if in writing a letter each person represents his own
soul. And it is also possible to see the character of
the writer in all other genres of writing, but in none
as much as in a letter.

The length of a letter should be restricted, just
as much as its style. For the excessively long ones,
and ones whose style is rather bloated, would not,
in truth, be letters, but treatises that open with a
personal greeting: such are many letters of Plato and
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Thucydides. But the organization of a letter should
be somewhat loose: for it is ridiculous to write elab-
orate sentences, as if writing a court speech, not a
letter; and to use such sentences in letters is not
only ridiculous, but goes against their connection
to friendship (which, according to the proverb, in
fact, calls a spade a spade). We must also realize that
letters require not only a particular style, but also ap-
propriate subject matter. Aristotle, at any rate, who
seems to have gotten the epistolary mode just right,
says: “But about this I am not writing to you, for it
was not suitable to a letter.” For if someone should
write arguments and scientific investigations in a let-
ter, he is writing something, but that writing is not a
letter. A letter is supposed to be a concise expression
of good will, and a presentation of a single subject in
plain language. However, it can have embellishment
in the form of friendly good wishes and frequent use
of proverbs. Proverbs are the only type of wisdom
that should be introduced, since a proverb is wisdom
of the people and is widely shared, while speaking in
aphorisms and being didactic is not like chatting in
a letter but like speaking from a pulpit....

But since we also write letters to cities and to
kings, such letters must be somewhat elevated. For
we must calibrate the tone of the letter to the person
to whom it is written. But elevated not so as to be
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a treatise instead of a letter, like Aristotle’s letters
to Alexander and Plato’s letter to the associates of
Dion. So overall, in regard to style, a letter should
be a blend of the following two types: the graceful
and the plain. And that’s all regarding the letter, and
also regarding the plain style.

LETTER TYPES

PSEUDO-DEMETRIUS

The theory of letter types, Heracleides, is that let-
ters can take many different shapes, but are to fol-
low models suited to the present circumstances. And
while they should be composed with great skill, those
whose job it is to write letters for men in official po-
sitions write letters without proper method. Since I
notice that you are ambitious in your love of learning
I have taken the trouble to put together some of these
styles, how much and in what ways they differ from
each other, and I have produced a kind of model of
organization of each type of letter, explaining indi-
vidually the reasoning behind each one....

There are twenty-one types with which I am fa-
miliar. Time might bring many more of them—it
is by nature an inventor of skills and theories. But
in my view, at the moment there is no other type
that belongs to the epistolary mode. Each type

II
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is named after its style: friendly, commendatory,
blaming, reproachful, consoling, reprimanding,
admonishing, threatening, vituperative, praising,
advisory, supplicatory, inquiring, responding, alle-
gorical, accounting, accusing, apologetic, congrat-
ulatory, ironic, thankful.

1. The friendly type, then, is one that appears
to be written by a friend to a friend. But
it’s not exclusively friends who write such
letters. For often men in positions of power
are expected to write in a friendly way to
their subordinates and to their equals, such
as generals, governors, and other adminis-
trators. There are times when they write to
them even though they don’t know them.
They write in a friendly manner not be-
cause of their frequent association and it
being their only option, but because they
think no one will deny them if they write
as friends but will submit and do what they
write about. But this type of letter is called
friendly, as if written to a friend. This is
what it’s like:

“Even though I have been separated from you
by a great distance, it is only in body that I

I3
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suffer this separation: for it is in no way pos-
sible for me to forget you or our upbringing,
growing up together in harmony since child-
hood. Since I know that I am genuinely well
disposed toward your affairs and have, with no
hesitation, performed anything that is benefi-
cial to you, I assume that you have the same at-
titude toward me, and will not deny me in any
matter. You will do well, therefore, if you look
out with close attention for those in my house-
hold so that they are not in need of anything
and help them if they are lacking something
and write to us about whatever you prefer.”

2. The commendatory type, which we write to
one person about another weaving in praise
and speaking of people previously unknown
to each other as though they are getting
acquainted. In this way:

“So-and-so, who is delivering this letter to
you, has been tried and tested by me and on
account of his loyalty is beloved. You will do
well to consider him worthy of a good wel-
come both on my account and on his own,
and further still, also on yours. For you will
not regret, in any matters of your choosing,

Is
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speaking to him of secret words and actions.
Furthermore, you will praise him to others,
once you realize that he can provide what you
need in every situation.”

3. The blaming type is one that attempts not to
come across as severe, such as:

“Since a right moment has not yet presented
itself to you to repay the benefits you reaped
thanks to me, I thought that this in itself —not
mentioning what you received from me —was
not proper. But you also express irritation to-
ward me. Therefore, I blame you for having
this kind of attitude and myself for not real-
izing what you were like.”

4. The reproachful type is when, once again,
we reproach a person we performed a ser-
vice for, based on what he has done, with
accusations:

“When you learned the saying ‘know thyself,’
it was inevitable that you would reveal your-
self as irritating to others. But now, reared by
me to the prime of youth, alive thanks to me,
you have a greater opinion of yourself than

17
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you should. It’s my fault. It was inevitable that
you would not arrive at a character of a free
person. And yet even now you are not a free
person; the character you’ve come to possess
is slavish.”

5. The consoling type is written to people in a
state of grief, because something unpleasant
has happened. It goes like this:

“Upon hearing of the terrible things you en-
countered because of ungrateful fate, I suffered
greatly, considering that what had happened
affected me as much as you. That entire day
I considered the circumstances of life, and I
lamented, but then reflected that such things
befall all men, and nature appoints no time or
age when it is necessary to suffer a particular
thing, but often moves on us in a stealthy and
underhanded way, when we don’t deserve it.
Since I happened not to be there in person to
console you, I decided to do it over letter. At
any rate, bear what happened as easily as you
can, and give yourself advice you would give
another. Understand that reason will make it
easier for you to be relieved by time in the
future.”

9
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6. The reprimanding type is one written based
on errors committed previously, and con-
tains rebukes. Like this:

“Some errors are committed voluntarily, some
involuntarily; some that happen are grave, oth-
ers small; some are harmful only to those who
make the error, some to others. But for you
they’ve turned into habits. For you have com-
mitted, not unwillingly, grave errors, harmful
to many. It is therefore appropriate that you
receive greater rebuke, if indeed in the pres-
ent circumstances others have suffered injury.
And yet it is still possible for the trespass that
has occurred to achieve healing. For if you are
moving toward redress, you will yourself be
responsible for it not happening as before you
were responsible for what happened.”

7. The admonishing type is one that makes
clear through its very name what sort it is.
For to admonish is to put some sense into
one who is being admonished and to teach
him what should be done and what not. In
this way:
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“You behaved badly mistreating a man who
conducted himself well and lived sensibly and
did you no wrong. Therefore, your action de-
mands an apology. For also, if you suffered so
at the hands of another, you would scarcely
have endured it and would have demanded
justice. Don’t think, then, that someone who
objected to your mistreatment has no parents,
has not received proper education, and last of
all, has no relative or friend.”

8. The threatening type is when we forcefully
instill fear in someone based on what they’ve
done or plan to do. So:

“If you assume that you will suffer no penalty

for the things you have done, do them. But
you will see precisely that neither by rushing
upward nor plunging down will you in any
way gain a postponement. You would not find
a path by which you could escape what you
must suffer.”

9. The vituperative type is when we castigate

someone for the vices of his character and
express disgust at his actions. So:
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“Even if I stay silent, you’ll hear from others
how so-and-so has treated men entrusted with
authority —illiberally and taking no account
of their position. For it is appropriate to write
about matters that some people are not paying
attention to. But about things known to all
and announced by rumor itself, it is superflu-
ous to write, just as there is no need to disclose
that which is revealed by the same means by
which it is kept silent.”

1o0. The praising type is when we encourage
someone based on things he did or planned
to do, showing approval in this way:

“Even earlier, if you wrote to me, I was able
to partake in your love of excellence through
your letters, and now I welcome and encour-
age the things you’ve accomplished. For they
will benefit both of us.”

11. The advisory type is when we provide our
own opinion and urge something or dis-
courage someone from doing something.

Like this:
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“I have indicated to you in brief on what basis

have gained popularity with the people I rule.
So I recognize that you also can in this man-
ner acquire the good will of your subjects and
make them obedient, and, if not make most
men your friends, then, at any rate, be rea-
sonable and humane to all. If you behave this
way, you will have praise from the masses and
unassailable power.”

12. The supplicatory type consists of requests
and prayers and what’s called entreaties.
Sometimes it contains a petition. So:

“I rebuked so-and-so about the things you said

he did to you, and T attacked him more bitterly
than was appropriate and almost more than
you would on your own behalf. Once again,
then, for my sake, pardon this injustice. For
I know you are kind and indulgent to your
friends. ‘Control’ then, as Homer says, ‘your
great spirit; it is not necessary at all for you to
have a merciless heart; even the gods them-
selves can be placated.””"
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13. The inquiring type 'is when, wanting to
learn about something, we urge someone to
respond to us, like this:

“I hear that so-and-so has been staying with
you. Then let me know whether he is still there
or has departed.”

14. The responding type answers someone who
wants to learn something, like this:

“You wrote to me wanting to know if so-and-
so is at my house. He is still here and says that
he will stay and wait for you.”

15. The allegorical type is when we want
only the one to whom we are writing to
understand, and indicate one thing through
another, like this:

“I hear that the nude athlete who will compete
with you lives outside the city gates in a dark
house. Therefore, I share in your joy, for you
will triumph without much struggle.” —For
did he not signal that he assumed that the op-
ponent of his addressee had lost?
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Another wrote as a threat: “Are you not
willing to stop until you see cicadas singing
on broken ground?” He indicated one thing
through another. For what he means to say
is “Are you not willing to stop until you see
your land utterly entirely destroyed?” For ci-
cadas would not sing on the ground except if
they had no trees and no house walls.

16. The accounting type is when we indicate
reasons why some sort of thing has not hap-
pened or will not happen, like this:

“You wrote to me to come to you quickly, and

that was in fact my plan. But all things have
been going against us setting sail. For there
is no ship to outfit because all the ships have
been taken for public service, and if we could
find one, we would have to sit around idly
because the winds are contrary. In the mean-
time, [ have become entangled in a court case.
Therefore, expect me only if all these things
change.”

17. The accusing type is one that consists in

accusation of things conducted contrary to
what is appropriate; like this:
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