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When Augustine’s pen-friend, Bishop Paulinus of Nola, whom Augustine had
never met, died in 431, one of Paulinus’s priests wrote: ‘those who were unable

to see him in the body, just wanted to touch his letters. For he was delightful and
charming in his letter-writing’.1 This identification of the letter with the person or
body of the letter-writer is critical for understanding the role that the letter played in
classical and Christian antiquity. Both Augustine, who died one year before his pen-
friend, and Paulinus were heirs to a vast and vibrant culture of letter-writing, in which
the pagan Latin authors Cicero and Pliny, for example, rather than the convert Paul
of Tarsus, were held up for emulation. And the Romans, at least the upper-class ones,
rather than the Greeks, were the consummate letter-writers.2 Early Christian bishops
were to use the letter as a powerful means of maintaining their social and
administrative networks, and particularly if they went into hiding or exile, as they
often did (Cyprian of Carthage and John Chrysostom being two famous examples),
the letter was a life-line back to their communities and to the civilised world.

Paul’s oft-cited words to the Colossians—‘For though I am absent in body, yet I
am with you in spirit’ (Col 2:5)—contained no new sentiments. Cicero’s letters to his
life-long friend Atticus, for example, abound in similar passages: 

Since I left Rome I have not let a day pass so far without sending you some
sort of letter, not that I have had a great deal to write about but just to talk
to you in absence. Nothing gives me greater pleasure than that, when I
can’t do it face to face.3

Although I have nothing to write to you, I write all the same because I feel
that I am talking to you.4

So it was that Bishop Ambrose of Milan came to speak of the letter as a ‘sermo
cum absentibus’,5 a talk with those who are absent, and that the letter was viewed as
half a conversation or dialogue.6 It could in fact be regarded as a highly personal
method of communication, such that Cyprian of Carthage, writing from his hiding
place to his people during persecution, assured them: ‘I am visiting you in the way
that I can, by this letter of mine’.7 Augustine himself begged John, bishop of
Jerusalem, to pay him a visit by letter.8 This stylised talk or visit originally was
confined to one subject and was meant to be brief, but in the case of Augustine, for
example, we find letters which are treatise-length, and indeed the bishop of Hippo
himself is sometimes unsure whether he is writing a theological tractate or a letter.9

This idea of the letter as half a dialogue highlights the ambiguity of the letter-
writing genre, beset as it was with the writers’ fears—unfortunately all too well-
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grounded, as I shall mention later—that their literary productions would not arrive,
would fall into the wrong hands, or would be misconstrued. Partly to assuage such
fears, they often sent gifts with their letters: the letter was consequently not a stand-
alone communication. Augustine re c e i ved such items as bre a d ,1 0 h a i r s h i rt s ,1 1

m e d i c i n e s1 2 and a tunic1 3, while he himself sent his own works as gifts to
correspondents.14 The sending of gifts was to escalate in later periods, where we find
such items as clocks, elephants, eunuchs and, unfortunately, rotten fish arriving with
the letter-bearer.15 The same ambiguity is evidenced in the role of the letter as a
carefully crafted literary production, destined not only for the eyes and ears of the
proper recipient, but also possibly for a larger audience. Cicero writes to Atticus that
he does not want ‘our familiar chat to get into strangers’ hands’,16 and Augustine
writes to the primate of Africa, Aurelius, that ‘There are many things … which I
would not want to come to you by letter’.17 On the other hand, Bishop Gregory of
Nyssa, writing in fourth-century Cappadocia, speaks of friends who regard a
circulated letter as a particular treasure: some had read it numerous times and
memorised it; others had put it on their writing-tablets.18 One of Augustine’s
correspondents tells him: ‘The illustrious lord, Volusian, read to me the letter of Your
Beatitude; in fact, at my insistence, he read it to many others’.19 The identity and role
of the letter-bearer, of course, played a part in the delivery of the letter, and some
letters, like many of those of the late-antique pagan writer Symmachus (AD
370–384), contained no information: the real news was to be conveyed by the
bearer.20 (This is what I call the ‘I am here and you are there and spring is coming’
type of letter.) But in general we are correct in thinking of letter-writing in antiquity,
and indeed beyond, as a kind of ‘public intimacy’,21 and of letters themselves as
‘intimate and confidential and intended for publication’.22

Pro d u c t i o n
I now wish to discuss aspects of the technical production of letters in antiquity, and
b e f o re doing so, have to confess that the illustration of Augustine that featured on the
invitation to this lecture is ve ry misleading. It is, of course, much later than the bishop
of Hippo, being from the twelfth century. Sh owing the bishop sitting and writing is a
stylised attempt to present him as responsible for his works in an unmediated way.
Nothing, howe ve r, was further from the truth. Ve ry little of Au g u s t i n e’s letters would
h a ve come into being in this way and, for the most part, we have to think of him
dictating to stenographers, who then passed on their work to secretaries, who in their
turn wrote out the letters in full in several copies. For the onerous task of preparing the
writing materials—wax tablets equipped with a stylus; papyrus, or parchment, with the
n e c e s s a ry inks, plumes and sharpeners2 3—was considered incompatible with the task of
devising the contents of the letter.2 4 In some cases, the stenographer and the secre t a ry
we re the same person,2 5 and we know that the seven shorthand writers who worked for
Origen in Caesarea in Palestine in the third century also took turns as copyists, and that
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girls trained as calligraphers we re part of his work f o rc e .2 6 Officials like Cicero or Pl i n y,
and certainly the late-antique Christian bishops, had a large number of secretarial staff
at their disposal and, as a rule, wrote themselves by autograph only when necessary, or
when familiarity or assurances of authenticity we re re q u i red. A telling example of this
f rom classical antiquity is one of Cicero’s letters to Atticus, which he began by
dictating, then went on to say: ‘But here I go back on my own hand, for what follow s
is confidential’ .2 7 These men spent a great deal of their waking life dictating: we find
C i c e ro telling Atticus that, being forced to take a walk to re f resh his voice, he dictated
his letter while walking;2 8 Pliny the Yo u n g e r, writing admittedly eulogistically of the
l i t e r a ry output and sober lifestyle of his uncle, maintains that the only time the old
gentleman took off from his work of dictation was in his bath—that is, when he was
under water.2 9 Au g u s t i n e’s acerbic correspondent Je rome informs us how, under
p re s s u re of time, he came to dictate a thirteen-page letter at night to stenographers—
and these we re certainly not paid ove rtime rates:

I dictated this letter, talking quickly, during one short night … wishing to
show my detractors that I too could say the first thing that comes into my
head … I extemporized as I spoke, and by the light of one small lamp
poured forth my words in such profusion, that my tongue outstripped my
secretaries’ pens and my volubility baffled their shorthand tricks. I say this
so that those who make no excuses for lack of ability may make some for
lack of time.30

Elsewhere Jerome complains that he has only two stenographers at his disposal,31

and that in Palestine, there is a great shortage of copyists in the Latin tongue.32 But
then Jerome liked to complain. However, it is clear that stenographers, secretaries and
copyists often worked under immense pressure, thus multiplying the chances of error:
it would not have been unusual for them to hear something wrongly or write it
wrongly, as Augustine complains they must have done on one occasion.33

Not all letter-writers were as scrupulous as Cicero in addressing the letter and
noting its day and place of despatch. If Augustine had been as scrupulous, he would
have avoided much nasty correspondence with Jerome and others. As it was, he had
to resort on several occasions to appending to the dictated letter a note saying that he
had signed in his own hand,34 or else instructing the recipient to look for signs of
authenticity as follows: ‘I have sent this letter sealed with the seal that imprints the
face of a man looking sideways’.35

We have already seen that one medium of letter-writing was the wax tablet. In
some respects a cumbersome tool, it had the advantage of being economical in that it
could be re-used time and again. Papyrus and parchment were widely used as well,
and it is not unusual to find the letter-writer complaining about shortages of either or
both.36 It is a threatened shortage of papyrus, real or imagined, which impels
Augustine to write to his wealthy patron as follows:
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This letter does not indicate so much my lack of paper [papyrus] as it
bears witness to my abundance of parchment. I sent the ivory tablets I
have along with a letter to your uncle. After all, you will more readily
excuse this scrap of hide [parchment] because what I wrote to him could
not be postponed, and I thought it also most inappropriate not to write
to you. But I beg you, if any of our tablets are there, to send them on
account of such needs. 37

It is clear, however, that papyrus shortages could be used as an excuse for not
writing, or for writing only short letters, as a dry comment from Jerome illustrates: ‘I
do not think’, he retorts to a correspondent, ‘that there is a shortage of paper [papyrus]
when the [papyrus] business is being looked after well in Egypt’.38 Not only wax
tablets but also parchment and papyrus were recycled, to the extent that recipients
sometimes annotated the letters that they had received and sent them back to the
writer.39 As a rule, it seems that in Augustine’s time in North Africa, official letters
were written on parchment, and that for more routine letters or for communications
involving familiarity, papyrus was used. Thus a papyrus letter that Augustine and his
fellow bishop Alypius sent to a physician in another province in Africa was not
answered. The bishops were concerned that they had caused offence: ‘Let him [sc. the
physician] know’, they write to another bishop, ‘… that we are accustomed to write
lengthy letters to our close friends, not only to lay persons, but also to bishops, just as
this one was written, so that they may be written quickly and that the paper [papyrus]
may be more easily held when they are read’.40 I note just briefly here that the scroll
or volumen had been overtaken by the book or codex by late antiquity,41 just as papyrus
was overtaken by parchment.42

The role of the copyist in the production of the large number of letters that
c i rculated in antiquity was absolutely crucial. Not only in this pre - Xe rox age did the
letter-writers make a copy or copies of what they sent to their correspondents, but they
also had copies made of what they re c e i ved. Single and multiple copies had to be
checked and corrected, then either arc h i ved or sent on to their next destination.
Copying before the days of cut-and-paste was a labour-intensive exe rcise, and some
aspects of it now seem to us to be quite pointless (not unlike some modern
photocopying practices). It was not uncommon to quote a few lines from a letter
p reviously re c e i ved to which one was now re p l y i n g .4 3 The extremes to which this could
be taken are well documented by Au g u s t i n e’s letter to his student Licentius, who had
been with him in Italy and who was a would-be poet. Licentius had sent Augustine a
poem, about five pages long, which was full of classical pagan re f e rences. This annoye d
Augustine, but what would annoy a modern reader is the fact that it is a superlative l y
bad piece of poetry. In remonstrating with his pupil for combining Christian and
pagan ideas, Augustine has his staff copy the whole poem into his re p l y, thus pre s e rv i n g
for us a work that we could well have done without. El s ew h e re Augustine has his staff
copy large slabs of the works of Bishop Ambrose of Milan into a letter (Letter 147) for
the benefit of its recipient, an African laywoman. This is perhaps understandable: if, as
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Augustine writes elsew h e re, he himself had no access to the works of Cicero ,4 4 then she
would not be expected to have copies of the works of Ambrose to hand.

There are several references in the letters of Augustine to copies of letters that
cannot be found in his filing system.45 This was not always seen as catastrophic, as a
letter from Paulinus of Nola to Augustine demonstrates:

If you have a copy in your files I ask you to send it, or at least redo it for
me, something that is easy for you. For, even if a written version is not
extant, because you perhaps did not want to have a short letter among
your books as causing too much disorder, write it anew for me …46

Let us note at this point that our letter is not yet in the post. Apart from the
signing and/or sealing of the letter, strictly speaking, it had to be furnished at the
beginning with a greeting from the writer to the recipient.47 This was all the more
important when, as in the majority of cases, the letter had been dictated. Improper,
incomplete or missing formulaic greetings could have serious consequences. An early
example from Christian antiquity is the anonymous letter received by Cyprian of
Carthage ‘in the name of the church’, which aroused the bishop’s ire in no small
measure. He returned it to its supposed writers for clarification and signature before
replying to its contents.48 Augustine’s correspondence with Jerome, which I shall speak
about in more detail soon, was marred, among other problems, by the lack or
ambiguity of salutation formulas, such that at one point Jerome wrote acidly: ‘if the
letter is yours, write openly or send better copies’.49 Augustine for his part replies to a
schismatic bishop: ‘I have received a letter that seems probably to be yours, for
someone who is clearly a Catholic Christian brought it, and he would, I think, not
dare to lie to me’.50

De s p a t c h
The Roman imperial postal system, the cursus publicus, was a sophisticated network
but it was available only for official business corre s p o n d e n c e .5 1 Classical Latin letter-
writers like Cicero and Pl i n y, and, later on, bishops such as Augustine, had to re l y
on their own contacts for the safe transmission of their letters. (The cursus publicus
was available to bishops only in connection with their attendance at church councils
summoned by the empero r, but even then some bishops refused to avail themselve s
of the privilege in order to pre s e rve their independence.5 2) It was a delicate task to
find a letter-beare r, for, as Cicero wrote: ‘T h e re are so few who can carry a letter of
any substance without lightening the weight by peru s a l’ .5 3 Since it was not
uncommon for bearers to stay some days at their destination to wait for a reply to be
written, enjoying hospitality as they waited, and giving first-hand accounts of the
writer of the letter that they had delive red, the choice of postman was critical. I say
postman, because, although in Christian antiquity we have evidence of élite or
consecrated women carrying letters, like the two who took one of Au g u s t i n e’s letters
to another bishop together with Au g u s t i n e’s gift of relics to him (Letter 212), the
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b e a rers we re, as a rule, male. Often a hierarchical system was used, where by, as in the
case of Cyprian, church correspondence was transmitted by various orders of the
c l e r g y.5 4 But this differed from region to region and from period to period. Hence in
451 we find a different hierarchy stipulated in canon 11 of the ecumenical Council
of Chalcedon:

subject to examination, all paupers and needy persons are to travel 
with ecclesiastical letters or letters of peace only, and not of
commendation, since it befits only reputable persons to be provided with
letters of commendation.55 

The key selection criteria for a bearer, according to Augustine, were reliability,
quick obedience and demonstrated prior travel experience.56 When a trustworthy
bearer was found, there was indeed cause for rejoicing, because such a person was
himself, in Augustine’s words, ‘like a living and intelligent letter’.57 This role of the
bearer is highlighted by the fact that, as I have said, several of the letters of the pagan
Symmachus contained no information at all, and the real news was meant to be
delivered verbally by the trusted postman. Augustine’s letter-bearers included various
ranks of the clergy, even bishops, and as well laypeople, imperial officials and public
servants.58 Not all of these turned out to be the equivalent of living and intelligent
letters, as we shall see.

We find various words used for the receptacles in which letters were posted: ‘sealed
packet’,59 ‘baggage’,60 ‘packages’.61 Some letters were sent as sealed documents.62

Multiple letters from the same author or from other writers often travelled in the same
bag, and were not always delivered to the right destination, as Cicero tells us:

A package was brought to me. I undid it to see if there was any letter for
me. There was nothing, but there was a letter to Vatinius and another to
Ligurius. I gave instructions for these to be forwarded to the addressees.63

We have to assume that, given the sometimes over-dimensional size of the gifts
(think of elephants), some of these bags or packages could be very large and more like
small containers. 

Once found, a suitable bearer might have to depart at very short notice if he were
travelling by sea and dependent on the right wind. Thus we find constant references
in antique letters about the haste and even the bullying of the bearer. Augustine
complains about a man who expected him to pen a reply in under 24 hours,64 and
Paulinus of Nola writes a few things that, he says, come to his mind in a rush ‘because
of the haste of the letter carrier, who is already running to the ship’.65 The exaggeration
of this last comment should, however, put us on our guard, because often the
purported haste of the bearer is used as a commonplace to cover for a less-than-elegant
style. Here is an example:

While I was dictating this [it is Augustine speaking], the courier, who was
already waiting for the wind, was strongly pressing me in order that he
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might set sail. And so, if you read something expressed clumsily or
without refinement or if you find the whole of it to be such, pay attention
to my teaching but pardon my expression.66

The common dread in antiquity of travelling by sea, especially when the sea 
was pronounced unnavigable in winter (the m a re clausum phenomenon), is we l l
k n ow n .6 7 Many of Au g u s t i n e’s letter-bearers to destinations in Africa would also
h a ve travelled on foot through sometimes difficult terrain, and there is no denying
that this occupation could be both stressful and dangerous. Ac c o rding to examples
g i ven in one recent scholarly estimate, the sea voyage from the Roman port of Os t i a
to Africa (270 nautical miles) took two days,6 8 the journey on foot from Ravenna to
Milan (288 km) took eight days, and journeys with heavy vehicles, powe red by oxe n ,
mules, donkeys and horses, took somew h e re in betwe e n .6 9 Tr a vel by fast horse was
not only the most expensive option but also limited the amount of baggage one
could take.7 0 Augustine himself hated travel, and in this he was probably not alone
among his contemporaries.

W h a t e ver of that, let us assume that our letter is now in the post, in the best
scenario entrusted to a bearer who is himself ‘like a living and intelligent letter’, and
that, one way or another and after whatever lapse of time, it arrives safely in the right
hands. What then? 

When the bearer arrived, depending on the contents of the letter, he either
handed it over to the addressee or read it aloud, or else it was read aloud by another
person. In this context, the Latin words legere (to read) and audire (to hear) are
practically synonymous.71 We find two laymen entrusted by Augustine with a letter
for a schismatic bishop in the same town of Hippo, reporting back to Augustine that,
although the recipient had at first refused to have them read it to him, he subsequently
relented and they were allowed to deliver it orally (Letter 107). A different case of oral
delivery occurred when Augustine’s letter to the Greek-speaking bishop John of
Jerusalem was delivered, and the recipient had to listen to the letter through an
interpreter.62 The personal and extra-epistolary role of the bearer is illustrated by
Augustine’s reply to the woman Ecdicia, who had put on widow’s weeds although her
husband was still alive. After reading her letter, he says, he had ‘asked the bearer of it
about the points that remained to be asked’.63 Although letter delivery could be a hit-
and-miss process, as we shall see in a moment, it was also the case that it could be
sophisticated or lucky. One of the letters that Augustine sent to Paulinus of Nola was
in fact delivered to the recipient in Rome, where the bearer ran into him (Letter 94.1),
and Augustine tells us on one occasion that he received a letter en route from Hippo
to another town.64

We are not going to stand still at happy endings, however. The next section of this
paper is called:

What could go wro n g ?
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We have already seen that the processes of dictation and copying were not without
i n h e rent problems. These processes we re more over open to abuse when the
authenticity of a letter could not be guaranteed, because either the person who wrote
or dictated it did not sign it, or did not provide it with the necessary formula of
salutation. Forgery was rife: Augustine denounces one letter outright as a forgery,75

and tells us elsewhere of a synodical letter from a group of bishops, who, in order to
beef up their numbers on paper, inserted the name of a dead bishop among the
signatories (Letter 141.1).76 (Here, unfortunately, I cannot go into the blatantly
fictional letters that were composed, particularly in the Middle Ages, such as letters
from heaven, from the virgin Mary, or even from the devil.77) Given the volume of
letters emanating from the office of a bishop such as Augustine, it is not surprising
that some letters were misfiled or not filed at all. Then we have the problems
associated with the letter-bearer. The example that Cicero gives of boys (by which he
means household slaves) losing a letter along the way cannot have been an isolated
incident.78 More serious is his tale that a bearer had been mugged and the letter
stolen.79 Other examples of what could go wrong are not too dissimilar from the
vagaries of a modern postal system; indeed, sometimes the problems look worse than
those of Australia Post and e-mail combined: we have numerous examples of several
letters arriving at once,80 or arriving in the wrong order, the latter generating suspicion
or confusion. In yet other cases, the letters do not arrive at all,81 or are delivered after
an inordinate lapse of time (nine years in the case of one of Augustine’s letters).82 Then
there are the inevitable delays because of weather,83 or else the courier leaves too
early,84 precluding the carriage of the letter, or he does not set out at all.85 So thick and
fast is the momentum of this postal traffic that, when a letter goes astray, Augustine
cannot remember who the bearer was in order to find out what has happened, and the
bearer of another letter was never seen by him.86 Then again, the sheer volume of a
bishop’s workload could take its toll on the efficiency of his correspondence: ‘from the
time I received your letter’, writes Augustine to an African monk, ‘I am not sure that
I have replied before now. We have been, after all, tied up and torn apart by so many
concerns that I am also not sure about this’.87

The cause célèbre in Christian antiquity of what could go wrong in letter-writing
is, of course, the exchange between Augustine and Je ro m e .8 8 Be t ween 394 and 395,
Augustine wrote to Je rome in Bethlehem a letter (Letter 28) that was delive red nine
years later, after it had done the rounds in Italy and other places. (Probably we have
to assume that the bearer was trying to score a journalistic scoop.) In the meantime,
Je rome had heard with great displeasure that Augustine had attacked him in a book.
In 397, Augustine wrote to Je rome (Letter 40), and again the letter did not arrive .
Instead, it was found the following year on an island in the Adriatic, whereupon it
was copied and sent on to its proper recipient. In 403, Augustine wrote to Je ro m e
(Letter 71), mentioning three previous letters of his that Je rome had not answe re d .
This d i d p rovoke Je rome to reply (Letter 72.1), complaining of the frequency of
Au g u s t i n e’s letters (which arrive, he complains, without signature), and expre s s i n g
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his (feigned) amazement at the fact that so many people in Rome and Italy have re a d
Au g u s t i n e’s letter to him and he himself has not. Soon after, Je rome wrote to
Augustine (Letter 75.21.22) asking to be left in peace. A little later Au g u s t i n e
replied, explaining what had happened with the notorious letter and promising to
pull his socks up and ensure that in future his letters we re delive red directly to
Je ro m e .8 9 After a particularly bad start, this correspondence ended in a happy
relationship (although, or perhaps because, the two men never met face to face),
culminating in Je ro m e’s congratulations to the bishop of Hippo on having
c o n q u e red the here t i c s .

Well done! You are famous throughout the world. Catholics revere and
embrace you as the second founder of the ancient faith. 90

Just because a letter was finally and successfully posted, however, does not mean
that it has come down to us. This is the last link in the chain of events that could go
wrong. It could be misfiled by the recipient, or not kept for whatever reason,
deliberately destroyed if its contents were thought to be heretical; it could be
genuinely lost, or regarded as unworthy of preservation by a later compiler.91

Conversely, its text could be revised, ‘improved’, by the recipient, who, after its
successful posting and arrival, was considered its owner.92 If and when it was
translated, it could suffer a different fate. The work of my colleague, Dr Youhanna
Nessim Youssef, in comparing the fate of Greek works translated into Syriac on the
one hand, and translated into Coptic and Arabic on the other, gives every indication
that the Syriac translations were intended mainly for a scholarly audience, whereas the
Coptic and Arabic versions were aimed at church-goers, and the translators added or
subtracted from the original Greek at will.93 If we consider the physical preservation
of letters, papyrus, rather than parchment, would have been responsible for the
deterioration or disappearance of many pieces.94 Roughly 300 of Augustine’s letters
have survived, nearly 30 of which came to light only 25 years ago, and we have to
assume that the total we have today is only a small proportion of what he wrote over
a 40-year period.9 5 For example, his contacts with Africa Proconsularis, the
administrative hub of the church in North Africa, must have been constant, yet we
have only four letters from the bishop of Hippo to Bishop Aurelius of Carthage, the
primate of Africa, during a period of more than 30 years.96 (Similarly, if it is estimated
that Augustine could have preached around 8000 times, we therefore possess only
about one-fourteenth of his sermons.97) Here the parallel between the correspondence
of Augustine and that of the sixth-century eastern patriarch Severus of Antioch is
instructive: much like Augustine, Severus was active over a period of about 40 years,
and we know that he wrote no fewer than 3759 letters, of which only around one-
sixteenth survives.98 Selectivity is also evident in the surviving letter collection of
Gregory the Great, which unfortunately includes only letters written during his
episcopate in Rome, whereas we would very much like to know also what he wrote
when acting previously as papal legate in Constantinople.99
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C o n c l u s i o n
In conclusion, I refuse to brood on the high mortality rate of the antique letter, or on
the range of potential disasters that accompanied not only its production and delive ry
but also its pre s e rvation and transmission. It remains for me rather to justify briefly the
use to which we can put these epistolary artefacts, which for the most part have
s u rv i ved in a haphazard and incomplete manner.

The subject matter of a letter collection, even a partially transmitted one such as
Augustine’s, could be wide-ranging: from him we have letters of consolation, and of
instruction on biblical and moral matters, as well as letters of intercession, for example
on behalf of people displaced because of the Vandal invasions or of free people sold
into slavery. We have letters to fellow bishops and clergy, to imperial officials, and to
lay people. This range provides us with a window on a bishop’s world like no other,
and helps to round out the picture we have gained of an early Christian bishop from
his polemical, dogmatic, homiletic or exegetical works.

Professor Graeme Clarke, who is representing the Australian Academy of the
Humanities at this lecture, is recognised internationally for his expertise in translating
and commenting on the letters of Bishop Cyprian of Carthage. Over the past eight
years in the Centre for Early Christian Studies at Australian Catholic University, my
colleagues and I have also subjected various letter-writing bishops to scrutiny. Dr
Geoffrey Dunn has also worked on Cyprian of Carthage, Dr Wendy Mayer on John
Chrysostom, Dr Youhanna Nessim Youssef and I on Severus of Antioch, Dr Chris
Hanlon on Gregory the Great, and Dr Bronwen Neil on Pope Martin I. We are now
embarking on various projects involving early papal correspondence (which has been
strangely neglected by scholars), beginning with the letters of Pope Innocent I (Dr
Dunn) and Pope Leo the Great (Dr Neil), and we are using the letters of John
Chrysostom, Augustine and Leo as a focus for a long-term project on poverty and
welfare in Christian antiquity. My point is that, only if we are aware of the techniques
and difficulties of the letter-writing genre in classical and Christian antiquity, are we
in a position to make a judicious and responsible use of the surviving epistolary
artefacts in order to investigate theological, spiritual, political, social and economic
questions in the early church. Above all, however, we have to remember that it is not
all over when it’s in the post.
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Endnotes
The following abbreviations are used: ACW (Ancient Classical Writers); CPL (Clavis
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