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Letters have long been an object of attention for scholars of ancient history, and yet 

the privileged relationship between epistolography and historiography—one that extends 

back to antiquity itself—has often been uneasy. For instance, ancient readers of Cicero’s let-

ters to Atticus thought they offered an actual history of the late Republic, but modern read-

ers in the nineteenth century, guided by the imperatives of scientific historiography, viewed 

letters differently. Rather than treating letters as literary documents that, like narrative his-

toriography, used a reconstruction of the past to develop certain historical themes and illus-

trate the character of individuals, these modern historians mined letters for the raw mate-

rial, so to speak, of unmediated information on which they could base an accurate 

reconstruction of the classical and postclassical past. Letters were understood to be unbiased 

“captured conversations”—a counterpoint to the digressions, biases, and thematic concerns 

complicating the use of ancient narrative historiography.

In reaction to the tendency to treat letters as unprejudiced documents, recent decades have 

witnessed a renaissance of interest in ancient letters as literary artifacts. Among Anglo-

American classicists, Michael Trapp spearheaded this new approach to epistolography with 

his anthology of Greek and Latin letters.1 Trapp’s sophisticated introduction and selection of 

letters point out the painfully obvious difficulty of defining what a letter is. Eschewing Der-

rida’s provocative definition of the letter as “not a genre but all genres, literature itself,”2 

Trapp and other historians began to treat ancient epistolography as a distinctive literary 

genre, seeking to issue a broad and inclusive definition that would nonetheless resist dilution 

into meaninglessness. Two significant consequences of moving beyond the “scientific” anal-

ysis of letters as historical documents immediately emerge. First, Adolf Deissmann’s tradi-

tional but rigid distinction between real missive (Brief ) and literary letter (Epistel) collapses.3 
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Deissmann treats the real missive as a confidential text intended to be read by the recipient 

alone and as a text devoid of any literary artistry, but recent studies on the literary aspects of 

ancient epistolography have shown Deissmann to be not only mistaken but also informed by 

theological prejudices. Second, the value of ancient epistolary theorists (to borrow the title of 

another useful anthology)4 for determining the nature of a letter has been substantially lim-

ited and contextualized. Although ancient theorists do prescribe general guidelines about 

the material, linguistic register, or length appropriate to the epistolary form, epistolary prac-

tice does not always conform to epistolary theory, as is true of other genres.5 Moreover, liter-

ary scholars have rightly stressed the dangers that the obsession with “categories, taxono-

mies, and ‘epistolary theory’” poses to the study of letters as literature.6

Recent scholarship on letter writing has rightly set aside the issue of genre in order to 

privilege a “less atomistic and more functional approach” to Greek and Latin letters.7 As a 

result of this ecumenical and integrated approach, the most thought-provoking and exciting 

studies on letters in recent years have focused on the letter collection rather than the individ-

ual letter. Indeed, this line of study has pushed scholars to understand ancient letter collec-

tions as literary works in their own right, complete with sophisticated, comprehensive, and 

tactical strategies of internal arrangement comparable to the aesthetic of the poetry book.8

This shift in focus, however, returns us to the issue of genre with a certain urgency. 

Defining a letter collection is no less daunting a task than defining a letter: does the ques-

tionable value and legitimacy of using genre to study an individual letter also apply to the 

study of letter collections? And, more fundamentally, can an epistolary collection be consid-

ered a separate genre in its own right? We believe it can.9 In our view, an epistolary collection 

constitutes a distinct genre that achieved its fullest development during late antiquity, when 

it became something of a literary hallmark of the period.

A couple of preliminary observations about terminology may be in order. The choice of 

the word “collection,” which figures prominently in the title of this volume, implies the 

“later activity of an editor applied to ready-made letters.”10 While not appropriate for what 

Owen Hodkinson calls “literary” (i.e., fictional) letters, it perfectly describes the epistolary 

corpora under consideration in the present volume. As recent scholarship has demon-

strated,11 the editorial violence perpetrated on ancient letter collections from the Renais-

sance onward has obscured the literary nature of such collections as organic units and privi-

leged individual letters as sources for ancient history or authorial biographies. This volume 

hopes to undo some of that violence by bringing a collection’s “macrotextual” dimension to 

the forefront of critical analysis12 and, consequently, offering readers the tools to more fully 

understand the nature and purpose of this genre without falling into atomism or 

formalism.

The astute reader might object that we cannot speak of a genre if we cannot speak of an 

author. And yet uncertainty about the identity of the editor of Cicero’s letters has not pre-

vented Mary Beard from studying the collection as a literary artifact whose organization is 

comparable to that of the Augustan poetry book (see note 8). The editor’s intention is not 

necessarily the only norm that would allow us to regard letter collections as a genre. Already 
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Johannes Sykutris in a still-relevant contribution pointed out that Cicero’s epistulae ad Atti-

cum became literature against the intention of their author when a later editor collected and 

circulated them after Cicero’s death.13 Chronological considerations and authorial intent do 

not determine whether, in the end, groups of letters are epistolary collections or mere assem-

blages of epistolary texts written by the same author. Collections may have been assembled 

during the author’s lifetime (perhaps by the epistolographer himself), or years, decades, or 

centuries after his death. Following Sykutris, we define literary letter collections as collec-

tions of letters that were put together and made public either during or after their epistolog-

rapher’s lifetime. Furthermore, we place no chronological limit on the moment when these 

collections of late antique letters were assembled. Some, like the collection of Gregory 

Nazianzen, were assembled by the author during his lifetime. Others, like the collection of 

Paulinus, are a much later production. Each late antique letter collection addressed in this 

volume exists as a collection precisely because, at a certain moment in time, its crafter(s) 

elevated it to the status of literature and proclaimed it worthy of reading and imitation.

Ultimately we can speak of an author in relation to late antique letter collections, even if 

the author’s identity is hard to pin down and his role in shaping the work is quite compli-

cated. Traditionally understood, the author constructs a text, which often works within, sub-

verts, or tears down the conventions of a given genre at a particular time and in a particular 

context. Authorship implies a basic intentionality: a text comes to be because an author 

crafted it with specific goals in mind. Of course, whether or not an author accomplishes 

those goals is a different question, and one that must be informed by the possibility of inter-

pretive multiplicity. By tracking an author’s creative impulses and intentions (to the extent 

that this is possible), scholars can chart points of literary innovation and better understand 

the political, social, and cultural consequences of the created texts. There are a number of 

questions that help scholars get a sense of these things: Why did the author compose X text 

at Y time? How did the author utilize, exploit, avoid, or subvert the expected conventions of 

the text’s genre? What did the author intend to express by producing it? What kind of 

response did the author hope to elicit?

This volume examines the late antique reinvention and popularization of the epistolary 

collection as a literary genre by considering most of the major Greek and Latin letter collec-

tions whose raw materials originate in the years between the 340s and early 600s. This 

gives a comprehensive sense of the process of literary experimentation that unfolded across 

these centuries even if scholars cannot always identify the individuals who sparked it. The 

trouble of authorial identification stems from the collections’ collective silence. Few late 

antique epistolary collections acknowledge their respective authors, and when they do so, 

more often than not they identify the epistolographer himself as collector. Furthermore, the 

Greek and Latin worlds seem to have different models for the assembly and organization of 

an epistolary collection.

The Latin literary tradition in late antiquity was long familiar with self-authored letter col-

lections. As Michele Salzman points out, Cicero had toyed with the idea of self-collecting 

(though he never followed through with it), and Julius Caesar published a self-made collection 
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of letters that no longer survives. It was Pliny the Younger who published the first extant 

major and widely read self-compiled epistolary collection. Late antique Latin epistolographer-

collectors pushed the tradition in new directions, capitalizing on the self-presentational 

opportunities afforded by such a special type of text. Gérard Nauroy argues that Ambrose’s 

disordered collection acted as a coded assertion of his pastoral, exegetical, and episcopal 

authority, and Cristiana Sogno notes that Symmachus’s collected letters modeled for his con-

temporaries how an idealized sense of Roman nobility might be retained in an era of uncer-

tainty and change. Andrew Cain tracks how Jerome’s multiple collections asserted his ascetic 

and interpretive expertise to a Western audience, whereas Sigrid Mratschek demonstrates 

that Sidonius’s multiple microcollections, circulated independently at first but later gathered 

into a single macrocollection, publicized his poetic expertise. Finally, Shane Bjornlie’s  

essay on Cassiodorus reveals that the Variae showcased the encyclopedic and universal knowl-

edge that characterized, from Cassiodorus’s vantage point, the post-Byzantine Italian 

government.

In the Greek East, self-collecting appears to be a purely late antique invention. Gregory 

Nazianzen’s late fourth-century collection is the earliest that survives, and Bradley K. Storin 

argues that Gregory quite conspicuously circulated his letters among Cappadocians and 

Constantinopolitans in order to reestablish his authority after a string of career missteps. 

Other writers were less forthcoming about their editorial activity, but we can suspect that 

the epistolographer collected and organized his own letters. Andrew Radde-Gallwitz sug-

gests that Gregory Nyssen may have designed one subcollection of letters as a safeguard 

against potential charges of heresy, while another may have offered students a set of episto-

lary exemplars. According to Robin Darling Young, the exclusive focus on the idiosyncrasies 

and hardships of the monastic life indicate that Evagrius likely designed his on the model of 

Antony the Great’s small letter collection (a collection that, because it now survives only in 

Coptic, is not treated in this volume). Lieve Van Hoof posits that Libanius likely exerted con-

trol over the publication of at least some of his letters to advertise the extent of his influence, 

whereas Daniel Washburn asserts that John Chrysostom may have published his collection 

to compensate for the loss of his preexilic epistolary archives. It is also possible, as David 

Westberg contends, that Procopius’s collection offers readers a portrait of an influential 

Christian sophist entrenched within Gazan, Caesarean, and Alexandrian social networks.

As the essays on these individuals and their collections demonstrate, the epistologra-

pher-collector is no innocent archivist. He does not simply present whatever letters he could 

find in his records in whatever order they were filed. His goal was self-presentation, not com-

prehensive epistolary inclusion. This means that the letters were both selected for inclusion 

and deliberately organized. Whether Greek or Latin, this type of authorship required the 

author to develop a strategy that enabled him to decide which letters to include and exclude 

as well as which features within the letters ought to be highlighted or downplayed. This 

process of composition is what makes the self-authored letter collection so special. It is a sin-

gular text comprised entirely of smaller, previously discreet texts that are conscripted and 
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situated into a new literary context. It is a portrait of how an epistolographer-collector wanted 

to be seen in his own day and an attempt to define his legacy for future generations.

The epistolographer-collector is only one type of author that we find in late antique letter 

collections. A more frequent type of author is the editor-collector. This is an admirer or asso-

ciate of the epistolographer who selected, arranged, and published a famous individual’s let-

ters to contribute to the epistolographer’s broader literary legacy. Editor-collectors are often 

anonymous, but occasionally they allow themselves license to advertise their authorial sta-

tus. Gregory Nazianzen directly claims authorship of perhaps the earliest posthumous itera-

tion of Basil’s collection, as Andrew Radde-Gallwitz highlights, whereas the contemporary 

compiler of Barsanuphius and John’s letters (perhaps Dorotheus of Gaza) permits his autho-

rial voice to show in the highly formatted structure of the collection, as Jennifer Hevelone-

Harper details. More frequently, though, editor-collectors remain silent and leave readers to 

discern the collection’s unity based on thematic, literary, and presentational coherence. 

Charles Aull argues that Ausonius’s posthumous collection reflects a contest over the epis-

tolographer’s religious identity in early fifth-century Visigothic Gaul, and Lillian Larsen con-

tends that Isidore of Pelusium’s collection—the largest surviving epistolary collection from 

late antiquity—was a production undertaken by several disciples at his monastery, perhaps 

as a memorial to his ascetic authority. Similarly, David Maldonado traces the thematic cur-

rents (legal concerns, the responsibilities of the nobility, and epistolary style) that run 

through Synesius’s letters, which were perhaps compiled by his brother Evoptius or another 

figure close to him. Edward Watts shows that Aeneas of Gaza’s collection acts as a small edu-

cational compendium of epistolary exempla designed by an unknown editor-collector for 

reading with other letter collections. Finally, Ralph Mathisen focuses on the oddness of Rur-

icius’s collection, which contributed not so much to the epistolographer’s legacy as to that of 

his descendant Desiderius, whose monastery honored him by embedding a small compila-

tion of his letters within a much larger collection of Ruricius’s.

The remaining Greek and Latin letter collections from late antiquity can claim no late 

antique author(s). Rather, the role of author falls to medieval and Byzantine editors. This is 

most demonstrably true of letters by bishops of Rome. While the late antique papal scrinium 

preserved the letters, Bronwen Neil demonstrates that it was the medieval collators and collec-

tors who crafted the collection for the specific purposes of addressing religious controversy 

and clerical discipline. The same holds true, it seems, for Theodoret’s two surviving collec-

tions, which Adam Schor suggests were drawn from a larger archive that may have coalesced 

in Constantinople, and for Paulinus’s collection, which Dennis Trout shows was scrounged up 

by medieval editors. Stefanie Kennell draws attention to the near obscurity into which Enno-

dius’s letters fell, before a series of early medieval editors, attracted to his orthodoxy and sup-

port for papal authority two centuries after he wrote the letters, began to circulate multiple 

manuscripts of them. These are collections whose creation spans centuries and whose authors 

are quite distinct from the figures who penned the letters on which they are based. How far 

we have come from the direct exercise of authorship by epistolographer-collectors.
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What about Augustine? Simply put, Augustine of Hippo’s collection simultaneously 

encapsulates and resists all these notions of authorship. Augustine himself may have acted 

as epistolographer-collector by beginning the process of publishing letters, or at least keep-

ing his archives under tight control. It is probably not coincidental, after all, that his corre-

spondence conveniently picks up where the Confessions leaves off in the chronology of his 

life. At the same time, it is clear that an editor-collector—perhaps Possidius or some other 

admirer—exerted influence over the shape of his collection by formalizing a relatively small 

collection of Augustine’s letters that would circulate widely in the sixth century. Later edi-

tors had more to add. Medieval scribes, early modern philologists, and modern scholars all 

discovered and continue to discover new Augustinian letters that get added to an ever- 

developing collection.

The case of Augustine introduces the thorny issue of epistolary accretion and diminution. 

This process complicates claims that one can recover and understand the original collection’s 

content and organization. Some late antique collections, especially Latin ones, solidified 

rather early in their transmission history, occasionally as early as the initial publication by the 

epistolographer-collector. This is not true of most late antique collections, however. Later edi-

tors subjected the collections to expansion (by adding new content) or contraction (by reattrib-

uting individual letters to other epistolographers or simply extracting them from the collec-

tion). The complexity of such editorial processes can cast doubt on claims of original structure, 

content, and organization. While sometimes an author’s epistolary remains will be far less 

than he originally intended—Aeneas of Gaza’s collection features only twenty-five letters!—at 

other times one might see something of a snowball effect at work. As in the case of Augus-

tine, the collections roll down the slope of history with scribes adding letters here and there, 

producing a far more bloated text than perhaps originally conceived. Authorship as it relates 

to late antique letter collections is an expansive concept with diverse application. It covers a 

diverse set of acts that range from the original epistolographer’s self-compilation to a later 

admirer’s editorial activity to a medieval scribe’s or modern scholar’s careful search through 

archives for more materials that could be added. All of these are the acts of an author, but they 

require us to approach the resulting text somewhat differently.

With a few exceptions, the process of crafting an epistolographer’s collection (by the epis-

tolographer himself or by a later editor) indeed began in late antiquity. The remarkable 

explosion of epistolary collections forces us to consider what about late antiquity encouraged 

the production and preservation of so many diverse collections of letters. The tools offered 

in the essays in this volume permit us to cautiously suggest that a series of specific develop-

ments converged in late antiquity to create conditions favorable to the assembly and preser-

vation of epistolary collections.

The dramatic expansion of the civilian and military bureaucracy in the later Roman 

Empire under the tetrarchy and Constantinian dynasty likely favored the dissemination of 

literary letter collections. Peter Heather estimates that, by 400, some 6,000 senior admin-

istration positions were available per generation with another 17,500 bureaucrats on the staff 

of the prefects, vicars, and governors at any one time.14 Military officials’ staffs may have 
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experienced similar growth.15 This bureaucratic expansion had a number of important con-

sequences for cultured elites. For the first time, leading provincial elites could access the 

honors and wealth associated with running the imperial administration. What had previ-

ously been the preserve of a narrow group of Roman senators now became the responsibility 

of a wider imperial aristocracy involving people from all over the empire. Fourth-century 

elites from various regions turned to epistolary collections to cultivate public personae like 

those created by the letter collections of the second-century senators Pliny and Herodes 

Atticus.16

The fourth century also offered a more expansive pool of social competitors who wanted 

to show themselves able to influence imperial decision-makers. Consequently, these new 

provincial elites engaged in some of the same epistolary behaviors as earlier generations of 

Roman power brokers. This context produced collections like the group of letters dating to 

the last years of the life of Libanius, which served as a veritable advertisement of the Antio-

chene sophist’s close connections with Eastern and Western prefects, consuls, and other 

high imperial officials.17 The production and dissemination of such a dossier made far more 

sense for an Antiochene in the fourth century than it would have in the first century, when 

fewer provincials were deeply involved in imperial administration. Such a collection also 

would have found a wider audience among elites across the empire who now aspired to the 

same sort of extensive influence that Libanius so carefully advertised.

The fourth-century emergence of highly educated, well-placed, and politically experi-

enced Christian bishops like Ambrose also facilitated the assembly of Christian epistolary 

collections. As Christopher Jones notes, Christians had used letters to assert spiritual 

authority since at least the time of the apostle Paul. The letter collections of bishops like Gre-

gory Nazianzen and Theodoret of Cyrrhus still served this purpose, but they also high-

lighted the personal relationships with cultured notables that these highly educated bishops 

enjoyed. In ways that would have a confessional and literary resonance, these collections 

defined the epistolographers as both Christian leaders and members of the late antique cul-

tural elite.

If the political and cultural conditions of the fourth and early fifth centuries encouraged 

the production and dissemination of literary letter collections, those of the subsequent cen-

turies helped ensure their continued appeal. As texts like Macrobius’s Saturnalia show, the 

political, social, and religious changes in the West at the turn of the fifth century could gen-

erate nostalgia for the world of the fourth-century Roman aristocracy.18 For instance, the let-

ter collection of the fourth-century senator Symmachus offered Cassiodorus and Sidonius 

Apollinarius a window into this lost age. They in turn evoked this old aristocratic model to 

frame their own careers.19 Other collections pull away from the earlier models. Ruricius’s 

and Avitus’s respective collections, for instance, highlight instead the epistolographer’s spe-

cific Gallic heritage and context.20 Neither Ruricius nor Avitus (nor their Italian contempo-

rary Ennodius) had the extensive social network of a Libanius or even a Sidonius, but their 

legacies still resonated as representations of the elite ecclesiastical ideal in a post-Roman 

world that had experienced a dramatic narrowing of elite horizons.
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The Greek East in the fifth and sixth centuries experienced much less social and political 

disruption than the Latin West. Perhaps because the basic architecture of elite life changed 

much more slowly in the East, Greek authors treated fourth-century letter collections as tem-

plates rather than time capsules. The sophists Aeneas and Procopius of Gaza, for example, 

likely took inspiration from Libanius’s collections and engaged in the same combination of 

name-dropping and rhetorical play that the Libanian corpus displayed so prominently.21 Simi-

larly, the reputation management of Gregory Nazianzen after his deposition in 381 found an 

echo in Theodoret of Cyrrhus’s use of his epistolary collection to defend his orthodoxy.22 Even 

the idiosyncratic sixth-century collection of the Gazan abbots Barsanuphius and John reflects 

a late antique intersection of literary culture and Christian ascetic practice seen earlier in the 

collected letters of figures like Evagrius and Isidore of Pelusium.23

One could be forgiven for imagining that part of the reason that the fourth, fifth, and 

sixth centuries produced so many surviving letter collections is that late antiquity was seen 

by later Byzantines and people in the medieval West as an age of cultural and religious 

superheroes. Late antiquity was the moment when fathers of the church and ascetic pioneers 

rubbed elbows with the last generations of Roman elites whose social world spanned the 

entire Mediterranean. It was also the time in which Gallic and Italian bishops like Avitus, 

Ruricius, and Ennodius first modeled the regionalized episcopal behaviors that would help 

define the ways in which their successors functioned. In the divided and diminished Greek 

and Latin Christian worlds of the Middle Ages, the power and possibilities that late antique 

figures enjoyed could seem unimaginably vast. And nothing better captured the personali-

ties of these figures and the possibilities of their worlds than the collections of letters that 

defined and reinforced the very personal characteristics of these men that later audiences 

found so fascinating. Later audiences understood that epistolary collections functioned pri-

marily as vehicles of self-representation (figures ranging from Einhard to Psellus would use 

epistolary collections in exactly this way), but they enjoyed viewing the portraits of power 

and influence the men of late antiquity had painted. They also clearly appreciated both the 

literary models and the insight into a lost world these collections offered.

These factors helped to ensure that late antique epistolographers feature heavily among 

the letter collections that currently survive from the premodern periods, but they do not tell 

the full story. One wonders, for example, how much the rise of the codex—a material change 

that made late antique letter collections more usable and durable than the scrolls that held 

earlier collected letters—may be responsible for the greater survival of collections of letters 

by late antique epistolographers. Nevertheless, only a fraction of the letter collections assem-

bled in late antiquity survive to the present day. It is remarkable, for example, that no fourth- 

or fifth-century literary letter collections are known to have been put together in Spain or 

Greece despite the fact that both regions remained centers of cultural and literary produc-

tion for most of late antiquity. We cannot know what has been lost, but one suspects that fig-

ures like Himerius may have kept their letters with an eye toward eventual collection and 

dissemination.24 In other cases, we are able to see what has been lost (or almost lost). A col-

lection of letters written by the Constantinopolitan philosopher and prefect Themistius, for 
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example, evidently survived into the middle Byzantine period. All traces of it (save for one 

short letter copied in the margins of a Libanian epistolary anthology) have now perished.25 

The collection of Aeneas of Gaza, which was once likely much larger, now survives as a 

microcollection whose fragments were fortuitously preserved by an eighth- or ninth-century 

anthologist.26 Even parts of the extremely popular collection of Libanius had moments where 

their survival was quite tenuous. The letters numbered 1113–1542 in the modern collection 

of Libanius, for example, are found together in only one manuscript that once sustained 

severe damage.27 Fortunately, the damage was primarily in the early folios of the manu-

script, and multiple later scribes were able to reconstruct their contents through comparison 

with other manuscripts. Had the damage occurred at the end of the manuscript in letters 

not found elsewhere in the manuscript tradition, it is possible that these letters of Libanius 

might now be lost.

In sum, our bounty of late antique letter collections can only be partially explained. Late 

antiquity created conditions that facilitated the production of literary letter collections, and 

circumstances in the Middle Ages encouraged the later use and reproduction of these works. 

The survival of many of these late antique letter collections today is, as with so many other 

texts from the period, often more about the accidents of manuscript preservation than the 

conditions or quality of an original composition. This sobering thought should not, however, 

dissuade us from appreciating both the remarkable letter collections from late antiquity that 

survive and the conditions that fostered their production and reproduction.
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