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Why the rise of electronic mail gives a scholar of “the great
epistolick art” fresh hope for the renewed health of the
18th century’s quintessential literary form: the letter.

.I linal maxiiths of 1784, &5 he by dying ol con
I.Ill t .IE' pestive heart Eatlure samuel Johneon set his
fife in order by writing letters. The flow ol insplred ralk had
conme to an end, but nor whn fohnson's contemporaries ¢ alled
the converse ol the pen.” His letters produced rapld responses
—awch was the eminence of the writer and the urpency ol the
oceasion, When one of these teplies arvived, [ohnson was heard
1o remark, “An odd thowghi sirikes me: we shall receive no
leqiers in Lhie grave
To associae the deprivations of death with the absence ol
i r\-l-'.:-'..lrl.' reluitons was entirely charcteristie of tais it
wrilet -.|-:|d_ q.l[ |'.Il| I,|_||_I_|_||: & V&L simceE s |1,|||||"r'. age 1 the
1 &ih coniury, the art of letter-writing has [allei imns declie
-;h'-\.|1||-_ I g ||l|".1'||||'||'l- -\,'\-| " ] ||'l.|. i |!|||.II'.I FracliiEymeTs [t—n=

[ onee confidently prophesied—letter-writing is doomed. then
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surely historians will find Jolinson's lase true helr in Flaniery
OrConnor—a writer who might well have lamented the absence
al a daily post in the next world

As she lay dying in the spring and summer of 1964, O'Connor
sef her owm life in order by writing leners. Prolific and versa-
tile, she created—to redirect Robert Frost's definition of poetry
—i "speaking tone of voice somehow entangled in the words
and fastened to the'page for the ear of the imagination.”

Despire her declaration o one correspondent that =i is a
great strain for me to speak fike Dr, Johnson,” O Connor and
Jehnson were both eplstolary tallers of comparable spice and
cadence. One of the last and most memorable of O'Conmor's
leaers was 1o the University of Chicago's Richard Stem, with
whom she had corresponded since 1959, lis sense of voice, like
Johnsan's, defies death and beaps off the page 10 make of the
text a speaking likeness:

“Ohar springs done come and gone. [1 i summer here. My
| Muscovy duck is setting under the back sieps. | have two new
swans whe sit on the grass and converse with each other in low
tones while the peacocks scream and holler. You just ought 1o
leawe that place vou teach a1 and come teach in one of oor
excellent millitary colleges or females academics where yiou
coubd ger something good to eat.. 1 think of you often in thai
cold place nmong them interleckchuls.”

I h hope for what texthooks vsed 1o call "the
S t Erﬂ Eamiliar letter™? Five years ago, 1 would
have said mot, Today, howeyver, the advent of electronie mail
is fostering a revival that has aleeady improved the letter's
chances,

Underlying the appeal of "e-mail” is o late-20th-century ver-
stom of “talking on paper” as a way of conceproalizing the act
of commumnication. E-mail thoves hecause of iis rn.'pid'it].' amd
flubdity: che e-mail writer performs as a speaker, sparking a
conversation rather than laboring over a task that is painful
o the degree that 1t ks non-oral. Consequently, a Johnsonian
sense of voices in resonani dislogue now seems 10 be creeping
back. The converse of the pen may well have gone under-
ground o reemerge as the converse of the maodem,

That i nov wo sy, however, that the 20th-century converse
of the modem will be zame as the 18th-cenmary converse of the
pen. For in 18th-ceniury Britain, two inl.-l:r]url-:.'ing_:r_uur Eac-
tors—iechnological and aesthetic—helped o explain the
prominence and the excellence of whit Johnson called “the
great epistolick art,”

Letter-writing could only Mourish in g country stitched
together by a comprehensive and reliable posial system. By
about 1735 such a system was in place throughout Britain,
thanks in large part 1o the efforis of one man, Ralph Allen of
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Bath {who was also the paron of Henry Fielding and the ongi-

nal of ':q'u.ln.' Allwiir |'|:|-' i hm'rjum':.l.

Allen perfected a system of by and cross:pasts: “by-post” des-
ignated subsidiary routes tha circumvenied the General Letiers
Office in Londsn, threwgh which all lesers once bad o pass,
whether or nod Loncon l.u].' ot theetr digect roate: “ﬁltﬁﬁ-[ml-
relerred o a serviee beoween iowns on different main roads,
During Allen’s vears in charge of Britsin's postal systwem, daily
service was extended to hundreds of towns and villages that
had fallen berween the cracks. A1 the same 1ime, Allen helped
o improve the efficiency and the securiny of the entire service.
He could mot have done so witheuwl the cooperation of Parlia-
ment, which passed more than 400 wmpike acts designed 10
improve ihe conditions of the roads berween | 700 and 1750
Bait it wis Allen, above all, who deserves credit for guarmtering
prompt, comprehensive delivery and complete privacy

As a result, by the 1740 it was possible to send and reccive
kerrers with comsicdernbly more sasurance than inothe e 20th
century. A berter Teom London w Jobhnson’s hometown, Lich
fichd {approximately 125 miles away ], ook a mere two days: a
better from London 1o Edinburah (350 miles i the north, as
the crow flies) wsually ook four.

The technobogical stares w inpinge directly on the aesthetic
when we consider that the recipient, not the sender, paid 1w
postage. And even by our inflatonary standards, 18th-century
postal mies were high: threepence lor a single sheet than travieled
A0 miles oF less: Toarpence For any distance over B0 miles,
Douhle sheets were charged double postage. This at o time when
o newspEiper cosd ome ey, an ssoe of the Gendleman's Maga-
gire (ithe precminent perindical of the day ) sixpence, and one
conld dhine handsomsely on e wawn Tor a shilliog (12 pence ),

I'he result of this comparatively high rate, to be paid by oni's
correspondent, was that greater pains were undoubtedly when
o write & leper worth receiving—that is, worth payving a hagh
price for, The same system abso bred a set of rhetorical plovs,
suich az this representative apology from the poet William
Cowper, who wiis also & passionate and gifved lener-wriier
“You must pay & solid price for frothy matter, and though §do
noi absolutely pick your piocker, vet you bse your money anid
as the saying is. are never the wiser.”

Cowper's career g a dedicated correspondent living in raral
seclusion exemplilies in at lemsi bwn respecis the close interac-
tion of technology and aesthetics. First, his vocation would
| have gone unrealized without the improvements introduced
by Ralph Allen and other postal relormers. Second, his achieve-
it depended wpon, as i comnbuted to, a theory of leties-
writing, that interpreted epistolary exchange as a lorm of
intimate conversation. When Cowper writes to his lavarie
correspondent, “I love wlking letiers dearly,” he expresses a
preferemee than undergirds 18ih-century culiure. The scholas
Herbert Davis hos argued convincingly that conversanin was
viewed throughour this period as “the chief art of human life.”
I would add than leter-writing, a5 d sister or dawghoer art, ran
a close second.

Conlemporary treatrses on these two forms of social inter-

course indicate that the skills and goals appropriate 1o bath
overlapped significantly in the minds of their practitioners. Uné
ol the cenierv's Pl‘il‘l.ll.:i:_ll.l rhetoricianes descrilsed eplstobary coes
respondence as “conversation carried on upon paper, betwees
two [riends at a distance.”

The criteria governing face-to-face exchange also applied 10
talking-by-mail: one should strive for a blend of “ease” “grace
"pr;;lp[i:r:,-," ALY "u'|:||i];ir|.=, Manners —Ior @ mean heiween the
extremes of formality and negligence. “Pomp ol Words™ was
much 1o be avoided as “emtire Carelessness " The uliimare gos
might be described & a mysterions fusion of the studied and
th SPOTEANC OIS

Both conversanon and lerer-wrinng, in short, embodied 1h
paradon that underlies much of the century's aestheric theons
“Marure” takes precedence over “Art,” but it s “Nature mith-
adiz'd ™ Furthenmore, as preeminently social lorms ol exchang]
the twe kinds of wlk depended on, as they reflected, a sensed
cultural solidarity

When Thomas Gray quetes. a few words of Herace, or Jobe
son echoes a line from the Bible, he con count on instananags
recognition and the ability o recover the context of the arigi
mal, Since the letter is the cameo of lierary [orms L depenis
wpon such sirategies of implication. selectbon, aned miniatur
tion. To work eflectively on a small canvas reguires the amist
linel ways ol gesturing ouvward while maintaining integrty
ol scale,

Mo than any other technigue in the letter-writer's arsenal
allusion allows for simuliancous broadening and deepering. &9
losters role-playing. irony, a sense of shared play, and a com-
ity ol inieresi—mnot so0 much by means of the information
conveyed 2 the shorthand used o convey it

LR e hits closest femiabe Iriend, Hester
In writi ﬂg Thrale. Johnsan (ke his conen
poraries Gray, Cowper, and Horace Walpole) juggles subjecs
and wones. approximating on paper the shifting rhythms, half
voiced associations, and abmnipt juxtaposigons of oral exchesge
Through nearly 20 years of “prattle,” he picces together a me- 3
saic of epigrams, proverhs, endearments, precepes, and domes§
L mbriniae
Becauise Mrs. Thrale had studied Latin, moreover, he can
deploy a hartery of allusions by invoking those poets wha oo
tinued o lorm the basis of the ||1.-|.'n.|r}' canon. Such E_I\'.'l Til
gilft &= letter-writer, however, that these allusions do far more
than decoraie ihe surfoce of the levter: they trnsmi is oo
cofceria. Mowlere 15 this function as principal message-hean
clearer than in a melanchaly balletin lrom Jodmsom in Lickie
tia Hester Thrale in Streatham, the lumily's country house s
ol Lomdon
Allwsion in this letver allows Johnson to communicite 4

wealth of feeling without compromising his chosen mosde of
address (simple, direcy, relaxed), or wallowing ostenisouly &
sell-pity, It gathers writer and recipient ot a community s
once soctal. emotional, and intellectoa] 11 says muoch in a by
SpACE, and it contributes 1w an ongolng :[n:.lul:l.r}' dla.'h:gl.l-l.' &
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ed 1o the terms of the friendship, In this respect Johnson's
ter testifies to o charseteristic of 18th-century letter-writing
situates it even more meaningfully in a conversational
nkext, Reading the lener withow knowing iis recipiens, we
pulkd be able (equipped with o certain amount of advance
wiedge) 1o tefl for whom it was intended. Like all the best
fromm this period, it is cormespondent-specific.
The spine of the letter consists of three thematically con-
prred allusions: to Ovid's Tristia, Virgil's Aoneid, and Ovid's
aldey:

You are returned, | suppose, [rom Brighthelmsione
[Brighton] . and this letoer will be tead at Streatham. Sine
me, liber, ibis in urbem.

1 have Tely in this place something like the shackles of
destiny. There has nol been one diy of pleasure, and yer |
mnnot get away. But when | do come, | perhaps shall not
he easily persunded to pass again on the other skde of

Stvx. to venture myself on the irremeable road. T long 1o
see vou, and all those of whom the sight s included in
seeing vou. Mil mihi rescribas; for thongh 1 have no right
10 say Tpss vend, 1 hope that ipse veniam.

part this '||l:mr:.r cluster assimilates Lichfield, a dull pro-
il 1w where Johnson was stayving with his equally dull
|11:E'|1|r{|:, to m:p'rhnl:-n-g_bul realm, & elassical I:I'I.EDE of bai-
i, Ir thereby introduces a hine of mock-heroic irony and
n of sell-deprecation {1 can stand outside my loneliness,”
o appeEaEs to suggest, “as well as experiencing and recre-
the solitnde that makes me so foclorn™). But the primary
i of the poetic references is w emphasize an-acule sense of
hn'l::n!

¢ M=t quotation, from Cwid's Trisila, implicitly compares
letier-writer o the exiled poet, who ]DILE.'I for Rome amd
company of his friends while languishing by the Black Sea,
le book,” says Orvid wistfully, “you will go without me 10

ity " A similar intention holds true for the second Ovidian

allusion adapted from the beginning of the Heroides, where
Penelope pines for the long-absent Ulysses and exhorts him,
“writing back is pointles: come yoursel!”

The reference in the middle of the paragraph 1o the “lrreme-
ahle road” gestures wward the sixth book of the Aenrid, the
descent to the Underworld and the crossing of the River Siyx,
the irremeabilis unda or “Stream whence none revurm.” This is
especially appropriate given Johnson's derivation of “Lichheld”
in his great Dictionary from the Old English word meaning
“Aeld of the dead.”

Th in which 18th-century letier-writers
E ways discussed, pr.al:liL"!'d. atad redined
their craft help to explain its marked decline through much of
OUF W CENTITY. Tcl:lu'lulnii-uul rﬂ'l.ill.g,e—pt'.lllﬂpﬂ“jl' the aft-
cited dominion of the telephone—has been much less decisive
in that decline, | would argue, than certain cultural shifis.

Chiel among those shifis s the [racturing of consensus—a
phenomenon that might also be called the burgeoning of alies-
native cultures. Mo longer is subale, resonant alhesion generally
available. In 1993, what shared text can one take [or granted?

In our attitudes toward conversational and epistolary ex-
change, we continue to share with the 18th century a concern
for candor and sincerity. However, these values have come 10
be linked not with forethought, as they were in the 18th cen-
tury, but with incolerence—incoherence as the badge and con-
dition of ruthfulness. Consider the following representative
tangle from a 20th-century correspondence: *5o hopefully
when figauring ot the big picture the deal is thag yvou'll let me
know: that.™ The less shapely the utterance, the more obviously
unpremeditated, the closer we feel 1o the goal of inumacy,
Mature is mot nature if she s “methodiz'd ©

Correspondingly, we associate insincerity with the stylization
of multiple selves, the plurality of voices so brillianily exploled
by the letter-writers of Johnson's age. Ours is the cra of the
Xeroxed Christmas letier, whose typical and typilfying saluia-
tome—"Dear Folks*—erases the individeal identity of the re-
cipient, therehy denying the essence of the form as Johnson
concelved (L.

Johnson and his contemporaries believed—as every dedicated
letter-writer must—iluar what one says s ultmately not as
important as how one says it letters are not intended o be gen-
eralized monslogues il ingratiaung aces of communication
berween & specific writer and a specific reader,

As Johnson himsell declared, “A lemer is addressed to a single
mind of which the prejudices and partialities are known, and
must therelore please, if noe by lavouring them, by forbeaning
to oppoess them.” Versatility is of the essence: one must be able
to take a given event and caleulate iis preseniation according 1o
the identicy and interests of the addresses,

The result af such effors is samething “partial” in both senses
—a plece of the whole, and one that favors the recipient, Tt is
alsp a letter (in the terms of Cowper's apolagy for his “frothy”
prose] that puts money, the “epistolick capital™ of foendship,
inin il ]:m'.h:r.l.s of both writer and resder.
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