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1. Introduction: An Empire ‘fragile like glass’
“I regard this letter as something more than a personal greeting from me to you...,” wrote
Augustine’s concubine in Jostein GAARDER’S ‘Vita brevis’.1 ‘It is also a letter to the Bishop of
Hippo ... what I write will perhaps be equally a letter to the whole Christian church, for today you
are a man of great influence.’ Modern scholarship on St. Augustine confirms what the fictional
character from the Confessiones (6.15) suggests. Christian TORNAU has convincingly shown that
virtually all of Augustine’s letters were ‘public letters’, which forced the author to find a balance
between the requirements of the individual recipient and those of the general public.2 Ambrose
writes that a letter is a sermo cum absentibus, a dialogue with those who are absent.3 Pauline ALLEN
and Mary CUNNINGHAM4 have emphasised that we usually only know half of this dialogue, and
letters from laypersons and ordinary members of the congregation are missing. But the subject of
this paper is neither the methodological problem of the one-sided unbalanced tradition of letterwriting that only the letters received have been handed down, nor the exclusion of social groups or
the difficulties in delivering the letters. So what in fact, were Augustine’s ‘unwritten letters’?
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Breaking with the traditional division of ‘private and public letters’ they are the secret (or private)
letters which are, unusually, not intended for a broad public. Secret codes were adopted between
correspondents ‘as Caesar, Augustus, Cicero and – among many others – Augustine did’.5 The
focus here is on what can be read either between the lines or not at all.
Augustine seems to be a political marginal figure until 412 AD.6 But the evidence derived
from the bishop’s own writings provides a picture that is incomplete, because he often remained
silent about politics, before he made friends with the proconsuls and high-ranking officials of
Africa, Fl. Marcellinus presiding over the Council of Carthage and Macedonius, the vicar of Africa.
For once, I would like to show you the most creative of all Christian authors in a different light –
as he meets us day by day in his written and unwritten letters. Augustine, a comparative outsider,
began his career, unlike Cyprian of Carthage, as an involuntary antihero.7 The Empire was ‘fragile
like glass’,8 and he had been forced, it would seem, into this intense and prickly world of the
African Christians: ‘to live among people and live for people’ – vivendum sit vel inter eos vel
propter eos.9 With his metaphor of Rome’s fragility, Augustine did not, in the City of God, discuss
the greatness of the Empire in terms of decadence after the fall of Rome, but the fragile and insecure
beauty of the whole dynamic human existence and its conflicts that arise as people pursue their
own interests.10 That is why Augustine wrote to Aurelius, the Primate of Africa: ‘There are many
regrettable things in my life and my surroundings which I do not wish to entrust to you in a letter.
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On the contrary: let there be no mediator between your heart and mine apart from my mouth and
your ears.’11 The reason for this was simple: in the world of Classical Antiquity, there was neither
copyright nor the right to confidentiality of correspondence. Augustine therefore could expect
every letter he sent to be published. Information that was personally and politically explosive was
transmitted by word of mouth or on a separate enclosed sheet.12 Augustine was afraid that his
writings cannot be kept from those who could misconstrue them.13 Paulinus of Nola supplies clear
evidence that Augustine himself, with later publication in mind, copied letters before sending them
off.14 But an issue of equal interest is, what Augustine chose not to include in his letter collection:
topics or details avoided, letters withheld.15 As Aleida Assmann has shown, his letter archives are
‘not only a place where documents of the past are preserved, they are also a place where the past
is constructed’.16
Oral transmission was always needed when there was an accident and a messenger lost his
customer’s letter, or when the sender did not want to entrust him with a document in writing,
whether for convenience, to save time or for reasons of security. The commentaries of the
messengers explained what the letter did not reveal. Not least, this was also the intention of the
person who sent the letters and commissioned the messengers, and it was in his interest. The
personal role of the messenger comprised more than merely transmitting letters. It is best shown
by Augustine’s answer to a woman called Ecdicia, who had dressed in widow’s clothes to show
her asceticism although her husband was still alive. After Augustine had read Ecdicia’s letter, he
said that he had questioned the messenger ‘on the points of the letter that had remained open’ (quae
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interroganda restabant).17 Was this a reference to the outward appearance of her dress or to her
way of life and her attitude to marriage?

2. The role of the messenger
In the ancient world, the man who carried a letter was as important as the letter. The bearer of news,
particularly the somewhat neglected concise salutations, was more than a mere messenger. He
might be a close friend or trusted bearer of important personal or political news.18 Among the key
qualifications of a messenger, therefore, Augustine counted reliability in carrying out the errand
(fides agendi), eagerness to obey (alacritas oboediendi) and practical experience of travelling
(exercitatio peregrinandi): the presbyter Orosius was a model of this species.19 Augustine entrusted
him with two letters addressed to Jerome (Ep. 166 and 167) as well as an anti-Pelagian dossier.20
When the letter bearer arrived, depending on the contents of the letter he either handed it to the
addressee or read it out aloud, or it was read out aloud by another person. But a letter from
Augustine often contained no more than a salutatio;21 here, the letter bearer’s task was all the more
important. In this case, after the salutation, Augustine only gave a brief recommendation for the
messenger, in order that the messenger could recite the message himself and in addition could
answer the addressee’s questions.22 In this way, the messenger became a mouthpiece (os tuum), a
letter, better than a written message (veriorem litteris epistolam).23 Augustine described another
messenger as the “most reliable of all his letter bearers” (litterarum fidissimum perlatorem omnium
nostrum), although he did not actually carry a letter.24 In exceptional cases, messages had to be
transmitted orally to overcome language barriers, for example when Augustine’s letters were
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delivered to Bishop John of Jerusalem, who spoke Greek, and the Bishop had to receive the letter
through the words of an interpreter.25
The leaders of the ascetic movement revived the concepts of amicitia and hospitium, and
the preferred medium for generating and demonstrating solidarity (unanimitas) was the letter.26
Not merely information, but even emotions can be transmitted in this way, even if two
correspondents such as Augustine and Paulinus of Nola never met in person. The imagined
dialogue between writer and reader suggests the ‘intimate space of letters’,27 an apparent closeness
to the distant person. The sense of direct contact is emphasised by the act of personal delivery.
Here, the identity and the role of the person who delivered the letter played a crucial part: for this
reason, Augustine called two messengers ‘a second letter’ from Paulinus ‘with voice and hearing’,
because they conveyed to him part of Paulinus’ personality.28 In Classical Antiquity, the recipient
saw the messenger as a representative of his correspondent,29 as can be seen from the same letter
from Augustine to Paulinus: ‘Whence or when or how could it ever be possible for you or could
we ever wish you to tell us so much in writing as we heard from your mouth (that is, the mouths of
the messengers)? In addition, as no paper can show, the joy of the narrators was also shown in their
faces and their eyes ... But this letter from you, that is, the soul of the brothers, when we read it in
dialogue with them, was clearly all the more felicitous, the more it spoke about you yourself’.30
Augustine, the external reader, had the impression that – as in the case of a snapshot – he could
take a quick look at the private world of the writer and his feelings. His reaction expresses the
importance of the intimacy of the messengers with the writer of the letter: Romanus and Agilis
who participated in Augustine’s ordination in 396, became representatives of the absent writer,
because their conduct and their manner contributed to the recipient’s impression of Paulinus, whom
he did not know.31 It was an elaborate and fitting response to Paulinus who had recommended them
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to Augustine alluding to the Acts (4.32-35): ‘You can safely employ these men ..., for we are one
heart and one soul’.32

3. Discretion and cooperation
Not only information could be transmitted by messengers, and not only sympathy or antipathy
could be passed on to the recipient. Christians such as Augustine were the heirs of a great culture
of letter-writing, whose pagan models, Cicero and Pliny, used letters as a powerful instrument to
establish social and political networks in the Mediterranean world. Like them, Augustine did not
hesitate to exercise influence, and in doing so he used the traditional means of his social class. One
of these was letters of reference or recommendation – a novelty for an ascetic, but something that
went without saying for a member of the ruling elites. Augustine deliberately used brief formulae
of salutations or notes which referred only tersely or not at all to their occasion in delicate situations
where personal and religious crises called for discretion, or in political negotiations whose aim was
not intended to be public; he did this because they could not then fall into the wrong hands or be
misinterpreted. In these interventions, his position as a bishop merges with that of the ascetic,
whose assistance, according to Peter BROWN33 enjoys a kind of supernatural authority.
But neither Augustine’s reputation as a patron nor the conduct and identity of the person
recommended could in themselves achieve the desired effect. Litterae commendaticiae created a
complex social framework between three persons: the object, the writer and the recipient of the
recommendation, and it was the interaction of these that decided on success.34 Occasionally, the
facts appear agonisingly vague, because Augustine mentioned neither the occasion of the
recommendation nor the curriculum vitae of the person recommended, as for example in the case
of a traumatised boy called Vetustinus. In autumn 396, Augustine sent him with Romanianus on a
voyage to Nola because he could hope for a miracle at the tomb of St. Felix. In addition to the early

32

Paul. Nol. Ep. 6.3 (CSEL 29, p. 42) = Aug. Ep. 30.3 (CSEL 34/1, p. 125): Per hos ... tuto facies. Sunt enim, velim
credas, unum cor et una in domino anima nobiscum. See P. NEHRING, Literary Sources for Everyday Life of the Early
Monastic communities in North Africa, in La vie quotidienne des moines en Orient et en Occident (IVe-Xe siècle),
vol. I: L’état des sources, ed. by O. DELOUIS and M. MOSSAKOWSKA-GAUBERT, École Francaise d’Athènes, 2015, pp.
325- 335, esp. 331.
33
“The Rise and Function of the Holy Man”, Journal of Roman Studies, 61 (1971), pp. 80-101.
34
See G.W. BOWERSOCK’S contribution to the discussion on S. Roda, “Polifunzionalità della Lettera Commendaticia”,
in Colloque Genevois sur Symmaque, ed. by F. PASCHOUD, Paris, 1986, pp. 205-206 and, by way of example, S.
MRATSCHEK, “A living relic for the Vicar of Rome: Strategies of Visualization in a Civil Case”, in Literature and
Society in the Fourth Century A.D. Performing Paideia, Constructing the Present, Presenting the Self, ed. by L. Van
HOOF and P. Van NUFFELEN, Leiden and Boston, 2015, pp. 134-156.

dialogues – Paulinus was offering to be Augustine’s publisher in Italy and the west35 – Romanianus
was also carrying a letter from Augustine and several commendationes, including a reference for
his protégé. This showed that Vetustinus, whose misfortune even aroused pity in the ‘godless’, had
resolved to enter the clergy. But Vetustinus was to tell his host the reason for his journey himself36
– Augustine was discreet and did not mention this. The newly consecrated Bishop of Hippo had
sent him to Paulinus so that he could reconsider his decision there, when he had recovered from
the shock and had grown up.37 In another case, the beneficiary remained completely in the
background, as in the case of the nameless and faceless protégé of Paulinus; in contrast, the sanctae
orationes of his patron were accorded all the more authority. Augustine only wrote that he
consented to Paulinus’ ‘merciful plan’, which God had inspired in him. He explained the reasons
for his positive decision by saying that ‘that greatly loved man had attained his goal not only
through his good deeds, but also as a result of Paulinus’ sacred pleas, and had been
recommended’.38
In the atmosphere of political crises which overshadowed Africa and led to endless conflicts
on religious policy with Donatists, pagans and heretics at the beginning of the 5th century,
Augustine became the ‘architect’ of the victory over the Donatists.39 The dispute was not always
conducted in books, letters or heated debates as we know them from the Conference of Carthage
in June 411.40 Occasionally there was icy silence between two adversaries, and so communication
was only possible through messengers. When Augustine entrusted two laymen, Theodorus and
Maximus, with a letter for Macrobius, who in summer 410 was his direct rival in the same city as
the Donatist Bishop of Hippo, Macrobius at first even refused to have the letter read out to
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himself.41 He then did not deign to send his adversary a reply in writing, but instead, after being
intensively pressed by the messenger, allowed him to transmit his refusal by word of mouth.42 How
did Augustine react to this massive violation of the rules of correspondence in classical times,
which had always been based on a reciprocal obligation?43 He discredited his opponent’s attitude,
but not by putting this in writing himself. Instead, he included his messenger’s report (Ep. 107)
with all its details in his collected letters and made it public. It is possible that Macrobius did not
act out of arrogance, but on the basis that he did not want any written documents to fall into his
opponent’s hands. However, Augustine simply recounted the facts and so suppressed this aspect.

4. Political crises and diplomatic activities
Augustine’s correspondence with distant regions and the formation of epistolary networks led to
cooperation between the leading members of the community of educated Christians spanning the
entire Mediterranean.44 Among these the cooperation on religious policy between Augustine and
Paulinus continued to prove its worth. In 398 the tomb of St. Felix in Nola was so famous that
Augustine sent it not only his psychological problem cases, but also his legal ones, in order to leave
it to St. Felix to establish the truth by way of a kind of ‘divine judgement’.45 Here, he referred to
the notissima sanctitas loci, the ‘well-known holiness of the place of worship’, ‘which was
unequalled by any martyr's tomb in his African home country’, and he even gave Nola precedence
over Milan.46 What he failed to mention was the fact that for a decade (397/98-408), Nola also
outshone Milan as a political centre, and for a short time Nola became the major stopover for the
legations of the African bishops on their way to the imperial court or to the Bishop of Rome. The
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crucial reason for this was that especially since Alaric’s incursions into Upper Italy, 47 there were
better possibilities of communication with Paulinus in Campania than with the imperial court in
Milan. And it is from this time that the great majority of Augustine's unwritten letters date. Paulinus
never mentioned the concerns of the visitors, and Augustine only hinted at them in passing. But
their stay in the Nola monastery takes on quite a different dimension if one is aware of the religiouspolicy context of the journeys.
The representatives of the Catholic bishops of Africa often travelled on secret missions. For
many of them who visited Paulinus, even revealing their identity was a security risk. One of them
who visited Paulinus in Nola had to breach the blockade of the Mediterranean, which Gildo had
closed in autumn 397, in order to establish contact with Gildo’s mortal enemy Mascezel and the
bishops of Rome and Milan. The political situation had worsened when the comes Gildo stopped
the deliveries of wheat, which were vital for Rome, allied himself with the Donatists after the Synod
of Carthage and was declared a public enemy, while his brother Mascezel, threatened by Gildo,
had to seek refuge in Italy.48 There is not the slightest hint either of his name nor of the reason for
his journey in the letter which the courier presented to Paulinus in Nola: ‘It will be more expedient’,
is Augustine’s explanation ‘if he tells you himself what is being done in the matter, and you may
also ask him about details that have aroused your interest’.49 So great were the danger of espionage
and the fear of political intrigues. Paulinus was expected to give a recommendation (commendatio).
For the bearer of the message, this was a guarantee, because he feared that his addressees, who
were also unnamed, ‘might be hostile to his good cause, the bona causa’.50 The crisis which North
Africa was undergoing at the time makes it likely that the messenger, on the instructions of
Augustine and Alypius, was to contact the leading circles of the government and the Catholic
Church in Italy; Mascezel was increasingly falling under their influence. It was not by chance that
the African bishops emphasised their personal attachment to the messenger, whom they gave a
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good reference in their home country.51 The terse note ends in an implicit appeal to the recipient:
if Augustine and Alypius expressed their thanks that they ‘could be glad of the safety of their
brother in Christ, with the help of Paulinus’.52 This was a clear reference to the urgency of the
commendation – and to the danger for their messenger.
How highly Augustine and Alypius rated the effect of their friend’s letters on influential
circles in Italy they showed once more in late autumn 417, when they indirectly called on Paulinus
at the last minute to intervene against Pelagius and his followers, in order to prevent Pelagius from
being officially rehabilitated. In a postscript, the two African bishops indicate what ‘good services’
the letters of their brother Paulinus could render their cause once again. 53 In all religious policy
disputes, the procedure was the same: again, the bishops sent a confidant (fidissimum perlatorem)
to Nola. ‘Through him’ Paulinus would be able to discover everything relating to Augustine’s
diocese ‘as through a living and thinking letter – tamquam per viventem atque intellegentem
epistulam’.54 According to Augustine, it was a rare stroke of luck to find a messenger such as the
presbyter Ianuarius: it is not surprising that, following the conventions of epistolary literature, he
identified him with the letter itself! As with all important news, the messenger was recommended,
Augustine signed as the sender and Alypius countersigned, in order to give the matter the necessary
weight.55 Although after 416 Augustine’s opinions on the Pelagians spread to the furthest corners
of the Roman Empire, to Rome, Alexandria, Bethlehem and Constantinople, on 21 September 417
Pope Zosimus confirmed his ‘absoluta fides’56 in Pelagius. And Paulinus was diplomatic enough
to wait until the problem solved itself as the result of a rescript of Emperor Honorius, which on 30
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April 418 ordered Pelagius to be banished.57 Augustine’s friendship with him had not suffered from
this reticence, as the continuity of their correspondence from 395 into the year 421 shows.58
Between 404 and 408, after Nola had become the leading ascetic centre in Italy and before
Paulinus was ordained Bishop of Nola, there was a rapid increase in diplomatic activities. A letter
written by Augustine in March 405 merely states that two of his fellow-bishops, Theasius and
Evodius, visited Paulinus and his wife in Nola.59 He fails to mention the fact that they had been
sent to negotiate at the court of Emperor Honorius on the instructions of the general Synod of
Carthage of 16 June of the previous year. But in fact they were to give a commonitorium for the
Emperor,60 which informed him of attacks by the circumcellions and called for the statutes of
Theodosius against the Donatists to be enforced; these imposed a punishment of ten pounds of gold
for acts of violence.61 On their arrival, however, the emissaries learnt that because of an attempted
assassination of the Bishop of Bagai on 12 February 405, the Emperor had already taken measures
that satisfied the Synod’s demands.62 The news of them could not have reached Africa earlier than
March because the covering letter for the February edict, addressed to Diotimus, the proconsul of
Africa, has been drawn up on 5 March 405.63
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Paulinus had become acquainted with one of the ambassadors, Evodius of Uzalis, a former
agent of the imperial secret police,64 ten years earlier in Rome.65 It remains unclear when he and
Theasius interrupted their Italian journey. Before a ship sailed to Italy, Augustine had quickly
dictated some ‘fleeting thoughts’ to Paulinus and promised to write him a longer letter later – in
Augustine’s own words: ‘as soon as I have satisfied my curiosity about you at least in part after
our revered brothers, my colleagues Theasius and Evodius, return.66 For we hope ..., that you will
soon come to us in their hearts and words’.67 Here too Augustine preferred private oral reports to
putting the political situation in writing when he attempted to persuade his friend to evacuate his
whole monastic community to Africa in view of the threat from the Goths.68 He hoped to learn
more of Paulinus’ reaction to his suggestion and of the success of their legation to the imperial
court when the messengers returned. Meaning often lay behind the surface. Behind a learned
dialogue of two Christian philosophers on the will of God we discern the involvement of both
actors, Augustine and Paulinus, in religious-political conflicts and major historical events like the
Gothic invasion which let it appear advisable for Paulinus to seek asylum with Augustine in North
Africa.69 Without success – Paulinus stayed resolutely at the Nolan tomb of his heavenly patron
Saint Felix.
Four years after Evodius and Theasius, another delegation led by Possidius of Calama
travelled to Italy in summer 408. We know very little of their stay with Paulinus in Nola, but we
are well informed of the reasons for the embassy and its circumstances and outcome. On his visit
to Nola, the Bishop of Calama only gave his host Paulinus a letter of recommendation from
64
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Augustine, and then he informed him in person on the latest excesses in his diocese. ‘When you ...
have heard from our brother Possidius himself” wrote Augustine ‘what sad matter has led to him
having the pleasure to visit you, you will realise that I am speaking the simple truth’.70 The
messenger was at the same time both the responsible person and the person affected, since he had
tried to break up a forbidden procession of pagans in Calama and had barely escaped the town’s
lynch mob.71 A second letter from Augustine to Nectarius, one of the responsible dignitaries of
Calama, reveals the purpose of the legation.72 Augustine reacted immediately by sending Possidius
to Ravenna by way of Nola in order to request the support of the Emperor, but he did not even
mention this to outsiders in a letter. He informed Nectarius, the frightened curialis of Calama, only
that the decision on their punishment was not for him to make, but solely for the government.73

5. Conclusion: Self-perception and strategies of communication
When we analyse short notes and salutations that have as yet been scarcely investigated, and
consider their integration in their historical context and the comparison with other letter collections,
records of African synods and imperial constitutions, we are given a vivid picture of what impulses
for early Christianity proceeded from the diocese of Augustine in Hippo to resolve conflicts
between church and state. Thus, paradoxically, it is precisely the ‘unwritten letters’ of Augustine,
which can often only be understood by reading between the lines, which reveal the broad spectrum
and the whole extent of personal scandals, legal and religious conflicts within the local clergy and
the merciless power struggle in the course of schisms and political crises to a far greater degree
than the multitude of ordinary letters which were intended for the public. From a sermon of
Augustine’s on the anniversary of his consecration as a bishop, Caesarius of Arles borrowed a list
of what was expected of a bishop: ‘Rebuking troublemakers, comforting the fainthearted, looking
after the weak, refuting opponents, being on guard against the devious, teaching the ignorant,
70
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rousing the lazy, restraining the quarrelsome, resisting the conceited, calming people fighting,
helping the poor, liberating the oppressed, encouraging the good, tolerating the bad – and loving
them all’.74 Augustine himself pointed out that the audience of his sermons included both genders
and all ages and social ranks.75 In a letter of an unknown correspondent called by the meaningful
name Audax he is addressed as a living ‘oracle of the Law’ (oraculum legis) for all kind of questions
that people are concerned about.76 In Augustine’s opinion, ‘He who governs the people’ (including
the bishop) ‘must first realise that he is the slave of many’.77
Augustine’s strategy for dealing with such borderline situations by only touching on them in
cautious allusions or remaining silent about them at all shows the energy with which he pursued
his goals and the care with which he styled his letters: cernis quanta cura in scribendo esse debeat,
praesertim de rebus ita magnis – ‘you see what care is needed in writing, especially on such
important subjects’, he wrote to a fellow bishop.78 It is striking that no letters are extant from the
period of his nine years as a Manichaean auditor before his conversion in the year 386.79 Roleplaying of the correspondents’ dialogue (colloquium) as Christian philosophers and the rhetorical
construction of a teacher-pupil relationship evoke the genre of Quaestiones and responsa, and are
often used to boost each other’s standing: the performance of these authorial figurations80 was
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intended to consign Augustine’s ‘Manichaean past’ to oblivion on the one hand,81 and the criticized
inadequacy of his friend Paulinus as an exegist on the other.82 308 letters from his correspondence
have survived, covering only a small fraction of his extensive religious and social networks, and
we have only 1/14 of his sermons, although he is estimated to have preached 8,000 times.83 It is all
the more surprising that he sought his intellectual home elsewhere: “For nothing is better, nothing
more pleasant than studying the divine treasures, far away from all noise,” Augustine confessed in
one of his sermons.84 ‘It is pleasant and good; but preaching in public again and again, arguing,
criticising, edifying, being available to everyone – that is a heavy burden, a great oppression,
arduous labour. Who would not prefer to escape this?’
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