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Finding letters in Greek literature
Homer, lliad 6, Bellerophon and sémata lugra
Herodotus, Histories , 1.123-4, Harpagus and the hare
Euripides, Hippolytus , Phaedra's suicide note

Euripides, Palamedes , Odysseus forges a signature



Lucian and the lingering memory of letters gone wrong

gvoa poi kai Oduaaeuc TTpoaeABwv AdBpa TAC MNnveAOTTNC didwalv ETTIGTOANV €iC
Qyuyiav v vijoov KaAuwoi Kopilelv. . . . TpoTepov &’ £yw AUCAC TRV ETTIOCTOANV
AveyivwaKov T yeypapuéva. nv 8¢ toidds: Oduaasuc Kahuwor xaipeiv. "lai pg, we 1
TpWTa £€€TTAcUTa TTaPa g0l TRV aXediav KATAOKEUAOAPEVOGS, Vauayia Xpnoauevov
HOAIC UTTO AgukoB£ac dilagwBRAval €ic TV TV PaldKwy Xwpav, Ue’ wv £C TAV oiKeiav
QATTOTTEPPOEIC KaTEAABOV TTOAAOUC TS YUVAIKOG HVNOTAPAC £V TOIC NUETEPOIC
TPUQPWVTAC: ATTOKTEIVAG O& dtTavTag UTTO TnAeyovou UaTepov To0 €k Kipkng ol
YEVOUEVOU avnpeOnv, Kai vOv iyl v Ti) Makapwyv VAOW TTAVU JETAVOWV ETTI T
KATaAITTreiv v Tapd goi diaitav Kai Trv UTTd 0ol TrpoTeivopEvny abavaaiav. fiv ouv
KalpoO AaBwpal, arrodpac agiCoual TTpog CE.

[As I was leaving] Odysseus came to me in secret, unbeknownst to Penelope, and gave me a
letter for Calypso, to take to the island of Ogygia. . . . But before I delivered the letter, I
opened 1t and read it. It contained the following: 'Odysseus to Calypso, greetings. Know that
when I long ago built my raft and sailed away from you, I suffered a shipwreck and was
barely saved by Leukothea, and was delivered to the land of the Phaeacians; I was sent home
by them, where I found many suitors wooing my wife and living it up on our goods. I killed
all of them, but afterwards was slain by Telegonus, the son I had with Circe, and now I am on
the Isle of the Blest, much regretting how I left the life with you and the immortality you
offered me. If I find the opportunity, I will run off and come to you...'



(Lucian, cont.)

ta0Ta pEV £OMAOU 1) ETTIOTOAN, Kai Trapi AUV, OTTWC EEVIOBWEV. éyo‘o o}
npoa)\ewv OAiyov atro TA¢ BaAdTTne eUpov TO atrmAaiov To100ToV oiov ‘Opunpoc
€iTev, Kai auTv Tahaoioupyoloav. We OE TV EMATOANV EAaBev Kai ETTEAEEQATO,
TTPWTA PEV ETTI TTOAU £DAKPUEY, ETTEITA OE TTAPEKAAEI NUAC £TTI LEVIQ Kai EiTTia
AaptTpwg Kai TTepi ToO Oduaaewcg erruvbaveTo kai repi TAS MNMNveAOTTNC, OTTOIO TE
€in TNV OWIv Kai €i owepovoin, kadarrep Oduaaeug TTaAal TTEPi AUTAC
ekOuTTadev: Kai NUEIC Tola0Ta ATTEKPIVAPEDQ, £€ (v sikalopev eU@paveiodal
autnyv . . .

The letter made clear these things, and about us, that we were to be welcomed as
guests. I found the cave, just as Homer describes it, a little way off from the sea, and I
found her inside working at the loom. After she took and read the letter, she cried for a
while, but then she invited us to her hospitality. And we feasted splendidly, and she
asked about Odysseus and about Penelope, what kind of woman she was to look at, and
if she was as modest as Odysseus had long ago described her. And we answered her in
the way we guessed would make her happy... (Verae Historiae , 2.29.2-4; 2.35.6-36.8)



Platonic Epistle 2
[TAétov Atovosiw U TTPATTEIV:

.. .TEPLKE cLVIEVOL €IC TAUTOV PPOVNTIC TE Kai OUVAMIC YEYAAN, Kai TalT aAAnAa

aei dlwkKel Kai ¢NTET Kai guyyiyveTal- ETTEITA Kai Oi GvBpWTTOI XaipouaIv TTEPI TOUTWV
auToi T€ dlaAeyOuevol Kai AAAWY AKOUOVTEG £V TE IDIQIC OUVOUTIAIS Kai £V TAIC
TTOINTETIV. oloV Kai TTepi 1€pwvog 6tav diaAéywvTtal GvBpwrtrol kai Mauvaaviou To0
Aakedalpoviou, Xaipoual TAV ZIJwvidou guvouaiav TTapaPEPOVTEG, A TE ETTPAEEV
Kai €lTTev TTPOC auToUC: Kai Mepiavdpov 1oV KopivBiov kai @aAfv Tov MIARaiov
upveiv eiwBaaiv Gua, kai MepikAéa kai Avagayopav, kai Kpoioov aU Kai ZoAwva
w¢ goouc Kai Kipov w¢ duvaaTnv. kai on tadta pigoupevol oi Trointai Kpéovrta
uEV Kai Teipeaiav auvayoualv, NMoAueidov ¢ kai Mivw, Ayapépvova o€ Kai
NeoTopa kai Oduaaca kai MNaAapndn. . .

Plato to Dionysius, welfare:

It 1s natural for wisdom and great power to come together, and they are always pursuing
and seeking each other and commingling. Also these are things that people delight in
discussing themselves in private conversation and hearing others discuss in their poems.
For example, when men talk about Hieron or about Pausanias the Lacedaemonian they
delight to bring up their meeting with Simonides, and what he did and said to them; and
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(Platonic Epistle 2, cont.)

TOVTOV 88 T o0 UC MEV €iC dlapopav, Touc &’ €ic @IAiav aAANAoIg iovTac,
TOUC O€ TOTE PEV €IC PIAiav, TOTE & ic dlapopav, Kai Ta YEV
opovooUvTtag, Ta 0¢ diapepouEvouc Gdoual. TTavta on TaldTa Aeyw TOOE
BouAopuevoc v deicaaBal, 0TI OUK, TTEIBAV NPETC TEAEUTIOWEV, Kai Oi
AOYOI Oi TTEPI AWV AUTWV OECIYNOOVTAl* WOT ETTIMEANTEOV QUTV
ETTIV.

and as the poets say, some of these were at odds with each other, and some
were friends, while others again were sometime friends and sometime foes,
sometimes 1n agreement, other times 1n disagreement. I say all these things to

show you that when we are dead, the stories about us will not go undiscussed,
so we should have a care for them. (Epistle 2, 310E5 - 311C3)



Platonic Epistle 3

KAYW TO PETA TAOTA O £TTEI POI EITTETV OUK £iTTOV, POBOUNEVOC W)
OMIKPOU PrPaTOC EVEKA TOV EKTTAOUV OV TTPOTEDOKWY, I HOI OTEVOC
ViyvoITo vt eUpuxwpiac. aAN oUv wv Eveka TTAVT €ipnTal TadT €0Ti-
un pe dIaBaAAe Asywv we oUK giwv eyw ae TTOAEIC EAANviIdaC Eppouaag
uTTO BapRapwv oikilelv, oude Zupakouaioug eTTIkou@igal BaailAsiav
QvTi TUPAVVIOOC UETAOTHTAVTA.

I refrained from giving a reply that occurred to me [while I was in your
presence], fearing that a little word might narrow the prospect of sailing
home, to which I was then looking forward with confidence. Now the reason
for all I have said 1s this: don't slander me by saying that I would not allow
you to resettle the Greek cities destroyed by barbarians, or to relieve the
people of Syracuse by changing your tyranny into a kingship.(Epistlie 3,
319c¢-d,

trans. Morrow).



lookpartng Alovugiw Xalpeiv

el HEV VEWTEPOC NV, OUK AV EMIOTOARV ETTEpTTOV, AAN AUTOC Gv 001 TTAEUTOC
evralBa dieAEXONV: 1TeIdN O OU KATA TOUC AUTOUC XPOVoUC O Te TAC NAIKIAS TAC
EUAC KaIPOC Kai TWV WV TTPAYUATWY CUUBERBNKEY, AAN" Eyw PEV TTPOATTEIPNKA, TO
O¢ TTPATTETBAI VOV AKUNV EIANPEV, WC OIOV T £0TIV €K TAV TTAPOVTWY, OUTW COl
TTEIpAgopal dNAWaTaAl TTEPI AUTWV. 0ida PEV OUV OTI TOIC TUPBOUAEUEIV ETTIXEIPOUTI
TTOAU d1a@Epel pn O1a ypaupaTwy Troleigbal Trv guvouaiav aAA” auTtoug
TTANCIAcavVTAc, oU HOVOV OTI TTEPI TWV AUTWV TTPAYUATWY pdov AV TIC TTapWV
TTPOC TTAPOVTA PPAaCelv A O1I' ETTIOTOAAC ONAWOCEIEV, OUD  OTI TTAVTEC TOIC
AEYOMEVOIC PAAAOV | TOIC YEYPOAUMEVOIC TTIOTEUOUTI, Kai TV PEV WC £I0NYNUATWY,
TV &’ WC TToINUATWY TTo100VTAIl THV AKPOATIV.

Isocrates to Dionysius, greetings:

If I were younger, I would not be sending you a letter, but I would sail to you and
converse with you in person; but since it happens that the fruitful period of my life and
that of your own affairs have not coincided—since I am already advanced in age, and
with you it 1s the right time for action—I will try to explain to you my views about the
situation as well as I can under the circumstances. I know, to be sure, that when men
attempt to give advice, it 1s far preferable that they should come 1n person rather than
send a letter, not only because it is easier to discuss the same matters face to face than to
give their views by letter, but also because all men give greater credence to the spoken
rather than to the written word, since they listen to the former as to practical advice and



(Isocrates, Letter 1, cont.)

oU PNV GAN €TTEI0N OU PEAAEIC aUTV £0€0Bal KPITHC, TTOANAG EATTIOAC £XW
pavrnoeadail Afyoevrag NUAC TI TWV OEOVTWV: NyoUual Yap ATTACAC APEVTA OE TAC
duayxepeiac TG TTpocipnuévag  auTaiC TAIC TTPAEETI TTPOTEEEIV TOV VOUV. KAITOI TIVEC
AON YE TV O0I TTANCIOCAVTWY  EKPOREIV ETTEXEIPNTAV, AEYOVTEC WG TU TOUG PEV
KOAQKEUOVTAC TINAC, TWV O€ TUUBOUAEUOVTWY KOTAPPOVEIC. eyw O €l JEV ATTEDEXOUNV
TOUC AOYOUC TOUTOUC £KEiVWV, TTOAANRV Gv nauyiav sixov: viv &' oUdEic Av Ye TIEioEIEy,
W¢ 0IOV T £€0Ti TOoOUTOV KA TH YVWUN Kai TOTC TTPACET! BIEVEYKETV, BV PN TIC TV HEV
pHadnTAg, TV & AKPOATNS , TWV O €UPETNC yEVNTAI, Kai TTAVTaX00ev TTpogayaynTal
Kai GUAEENTaL, I Wv 0IOV T  €aTiv aokfoal TRV autod didvolav. ETAPBNV PEV ouv
EMOTEAAEIV 001 D10 TAOTA . Aéyeww 88 uéd A w mepl PEYAAWY TTPAYUATWY Kai TTEPI
WV oUdevi TV {WvTwv dkobaal pdAAoV ) 0oi TTPOTHKEL.

Nevertheless, since you are to be the judge in this matter, I am very hopeful that I will turn out
to be saying something valuable, because I think you will disregard all the difficulties I just
mentioned and will focus on the issues themselves. And yet, certain persons who have been
in your presence before have tried to scare me, saying that you honor flatterers, but you hate
those who are offering you advice. If I had believed their words, I would have held my peace;
but as it 1s, no one was able to convince me that it 1s possible for a man to surpass others in
both judgement and action, unless he becomes a student, a listener, and a discoverer, and has
collected from every possible corner the things which will allow him to practice his own
understanding. It was for these reasons that I was induced to write to you. I am going to
speak to you about important matters, and about these matters there 1s no one more fitting to

| IR PR P VA PRy s T 44 s 1 A £\



Galen on a culture of forgery

npiv yap Touc v AAe€avdpeia Te Kai Mepyapw yevecOal BaclAgic £TTi KTACE
TaAaiVv BIBAIwvY @IACTIUNBEVTAC, OUBETTW WPEUDWC ETTEYEYPATITO CUYYPOAUMA.
Aappavelv & apgapEvwy PICBOV TWV KOpIZOVTWY auToic cuyypauparta TTaAaiold
TIvoc avdpoc oUTwc fidN TTOAAG WeudWce EyPAPovTeC EKOUIZOV. AAN oUTOI PEV
oi BaciAgic peta Tov AAecavdpou yeyovacl Bavatov, 0 O¢ MNMAGTwY avwTEpw THC
ANeCavdpou BacliAciac eyeypagel . . . INOETTW TTETTAVOUPYEUUEVWV TV
ETTIVPAPWV, AAN EkacTou BiBAiou TOV idlov ypagea di1a ToU TTPOYPAUUATOC
dnAolvToc.

For before the kings of Alexandria and Pergamon became so ambitious to possess
ancient books, authorship was never falsely attributed. However, after the ones who
collected the writings of a given ancient author for these kings first received a reward
for this, they immediately collected many works, which they falsely inscribed. But
these kings lived after the death of Alexander, and Plato wrote before Alexander the
Great . . . when these men had not yet treated the iscriptions dishonestly, but when
each book displayed its particular author 1n a clear statement. (Galen, In Hippocratis de
Natura Hominis Commentaria . Kihn 15.105)



(Letters of Chion of Heraclea )

Xiov Matpiot yoipetv.

Emi pév 10 ouptreiBeaBail TOV TUPAVVOV 0IC TTEPI €00 TTPOC AUTOV EAEVEC,
guyxaipw T TTaTPIdl, ypayww O¢ Kai auTog, WS OUVEBOUAEUTAC, ATTAYWY aUTOV
a1TO TAANBOUC WS PAANIOTA EVETTI. TOUVAVTIOV YapP AV TTOIV YEUTAIUNV TOUG
¢uauTol TTOAITAC Kai PIAoUC WV €€ €pol AATTIOaV, Kai TalTa oUK Agioug BVTac
AmmardaBal. T0 &€ WPOV €ival TOV TUPAVVOV TEAEWC Kai XOAETTOV WPEANIMWTEPOV
£ywye nyoOpal TA TTOAEI ) TO ONUOKOTTEIV AUTOV Kai TTPOKAAUTITEGOaI OOEaV
LUETPIOTNTOC. . . .

ETTEPYPa OE 001 Kai TO avTiypagov TAS TTPOC TOV KAEapxov ETTIOTOAAC,
S10upapBIKWTEPAV TTOINCAC ETTITNOEC AUTAY, V' NPV KATAPPEOVI WG
AOYOUAVOUVTWY TEAEWC.

Chion to Matris, greetings:

I rejoice along with my city that the tyrant has been fooled by what you said about me.
I'll write to him too, as you recommend, leading him as far away from the truth as
possible. If I told the truth, I would disappoint the hopes of my fellow citizens and
friends, and they don't deserve to be cheated like that. I've come to the conclusion that
it's in a city's best interest for a tyrant to be utterly cruel, rather than for him to curry
favor with the masses and pretend to be moderate. . .

I'm enclosing a copy of the letter I sent to Clearchus; I made it extremely convoluted
v Arvthirctactin A~ hhat ThAa v it IAacvt s v v a A sTTAcA svrdemn A~ (O L



Sallust, epistula secunda ad Caesarem de re publica

Scio ego, quam difficile, atque asperum factu sit, consilium dare regi aut
imperatori, postremo cuiquam mortali, cuius opes 1n excelso sunt: quippe
quum et 1llis consultorum copiae adsint; neque de futuro quisquam satis
callidus satisque prudens sit. Quin etiam saepe prava magis, quam bona
consilia prospere eveniunt: quia plerasque res fortuna ex lubidine sua agitat.

I know how difficult and dangerous a job it is to give advice to a king or
general, or to anyone really whose power 1s superior. For those people usually
have no shortage of counsellors, and no one man can be wise or clever enough
with regard to the future. What's more, bad advice often has a better outcome
than the good, since fortune drives most things according to its own desires.



Suetonius, vita Horatii

Augustus epistolarum quoque ei officium optulit, ut hoc ad Maecenatem scripto significat:
"Ante ipse sufficiebam scribendis epistulis amicorum, nunc occupatissimus et infirmus
Horatium nostrum a te cupio abducere. Veniet ergo ab ista parasitica mensa ad hanc regiam, et
nos in epistulis scribendis iuvabit." Ac ne recusanti quidem aut suscensuit quicquam aut
amicitiam suam ingerere desiit. Exstant epistulae, € quibus argumenti gratia pauca subieci:
"Sume tibi aliquid 1uris apud me, tamquam si convictor mihi fueris; recte enim et non temere
feceris, quoniam id usus mihi tecum esse volui, si per valitudinem tuam fier1 possit." Et rursus:
"Tui qualem habeam memoriam, poteris ex Septimio quoque nostro audire; nam incidit ut illo
coram fieret a me tui mentio. Neque enim si tu superbus amicitiam nostram sprevisti, 1deo nos
quoque anthuperephanoumen ."

Augustus offered him the post of secretary, as appears in this letter of his to Maecenas: "Before
this I was able to write my letters to my friends with my own hand; now overwhelmed with
work and in poor health, I desire to take our friend Horace from you. He will come then from
that parasitic table of yours to my imperial board, and help me write my letters." Even when
Horace declined, Augustus showed no resentment at all, and did not cease his efforts to gain his
friendship. We have letters from which I append a few extracts by way of proof: "Enjoy any
privilege at my house, as if you were making your home there; for it will be quite right and
proper for you to do so, inasmuch as that was the relation which I wished to have with you, if
your health had permitted." And again: "How mindful I am of you our friend Septimius can also
tell you; for it chanced that I spoke of you in his presence. Even if you were so proud as to scorn
my friendship, I do not therefore return your disdain."



vita Horatii (cont.)

post sermones vero quosdam lectos nullam sui mentionem habitam ita sit questus: "Irasci
me tibi scito, quod non in plerisque eius modi scriptis mecum potissimum loquaris; an
vereris ne apud posteros infame tibi sit, quod videaris familiaris nobis esse?"
Expressitque eclogam ad se, cuius initium est:

Cum tot sustineas et tanta negotia solus,
Res Italas armis tuteris, moribus ornes,

Legibus emendes: in publica commoda peccem,
Si longo sermone morer tua tempora, Caesar.

Furthermore, after reading several of his "Talks," [the Emperor] complained that no
mention was made of him: "You must know that [ am not pleased with you, because in
so many of the writings of this type you do not talk with me above all. Are you afraid
that your reputation will suffer because you seem to be my friend?" And so he obtained
from Horace the selection whose first lines are:

Seeing that you carry so many great responsibilities on your own,
Protecting Italy's realm with arms, providing it with morals,
Reforming it by laws, I would be sinning against the common good,
(C"aecar 1f1 wasted vour time with lono discour<e



(vita Horatii , cont.)

Venerunt in manus meas et elegi sub titulo eius et epistula prosa oratione
quasi commendantis se Maecenati, sed utraque falsa puto; nam elegi
vulgares, epistula etiam obscura, quo vitio minime tenebatur.

Some elegies bearing his name have come into my possession, and a letter in
prose, which purports to be a recommendation of himself to Maecenas, but I
think that both are fakes; for the elegies are common, and the letter 1s
moreover obscure, which was by no means one of Horace's faults.



Ovid, Epistulae Heroidum 15.1-8
Sappho Phaoni

Ecquid, ut adspecta est studiosae littera dextrae,
Protinus est oculis cognita nostra tuis?

an, nis1 legisses auctoris nomina Sapphus,
hoc breve nescires unde veniret opus?
Forsitan et quare mea sint alterna requiras
carmina, cum lyricis sim magis apta modis:
flendus amor meus est; elegiae flebile carmen;

non facit ad lacrimas barbitos ulla meas.
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