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The Enlíghtened Letlter: 
Knowledge, Self-Discovery 

and Literary Creafíon 
Iris María Montero Sobrevilla 

University of Warzuick 

Este artículo explora la importancia de la forma epistolar en 
el siglo XVIII. A través de un análisis de la dinámica del 
movimiento ilustrado, se reconoce la importancia de la carta en 
la propagación del conocimiento. Tomando como fuente el 
contenido de diversas colecciones epistolares, se evidencia la 
experiencia de la escritura como una aventura de 
autoconocimiento y sensibilidad, poco experimentada antes del 
siglo XVIII. De igual forma, la maleabilidad de la herramienta 
epistolar se confirma en la emergencia de manuales para escribir 
cartas, colecciones de cartas modelo y sobre todo, de la novela 
epistolar, el género literario más popular del siglo de las luces. 

L etters are an ancient mode of communication. “Ahistory of letters 
and letter writing might embrace virtually al1 of recorded 

history”. I But letters and the practice of writing them gained 

unprecedented importance in the eighteenth century and became 
notably central for the business of the Enlightenment.2 It is in this 
period when we see a wide diversification of the functions of the letter 
and the adaptation of the epistolary form to a series of literary and 
non-literary activities. This malleability explains scholars’ opinions 
that the genre is particularly suited to one or another variety of writing 
because of its specific and unique qualities. Ruth Ferry, for example, 
affirms that the “letter is simultaneously the ‘perfect form’ for Grub 
Street hacks, scientific essays, and expressions of romantic love”. Its 
flexibility accounts for the influente of the letter in the literary world 
during this peri& 

. 

Almost any kind of prose composition can be found in epistolary form, 
and by the second half of the eighteenth century, the letter has become 
a kind of all-purpose literary omnibus. It is used for religious and 
political satire, divine and secular instruction, philosophical essays, 
literary criticism and detailed first-person reports on travel to exot’ic ’ 
Iands.’ 
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Letters were also an irnportant medium of communication between 
philosoplzes. Censorship limited the topics that could be published, and 
SO private distribution of knowledge was carried out in different ways. 
Letters were the main one. At the same time, the fact that letter writing 
is a personal experience that requires self introspection and that leaves 
a record of our own personality in writing, makes the genre a source 
of self-discovery. People discover or even invent themselves while 
writing and experience a proximity to their own selves not possible 
through other means. Consequently, the popularization of the habit 
of writing and the very characteristics of the letter facilitated its 
transformation into a literary genre of its own. 

The eighteenth century, then, relied on the letter and made it its 
landmark. But out of all the possibilities the letter offered, it is the 
purpose of this essay to analyse it as a source of knowledge, a medium 
of self-discovery and a literary genre, as well as the basis for other 
genres that derived from it. 1 will argue that the letter embodied a 
pen-and-ink version of the salun, having a prime role in the expansion 
of Enlightenment thought through these three categories. 

1. Knowledge 
The Enlightenment project guided by the philosophes from Paris 

found one of its more productive sites in the sulon. Dena Goodman 
accounts for how the business of the Enlightenment tookplace in these 
spaces where works were exchanged, conversation was guided, and 
ideas were put into question and criticised by the members of the 
Republic of Letters.’ It was however, the ambition of the philosophes 
to expand the Enlightenment outside the boundaries of their elites in 
order to reach and influente the culture of ordinary people in their 
own nature. To do this, they needed a medium to distribute ideas, a 
mode of communication that would spread their thought and 
eventually allow the possibility of exchange as within the don, but 
on a larger scale: 

If conversation shaped the discursive space within the boundaries of 
the sulon, writing moved the Enlightenment out of that circumscribed 
world and into the public world beyond it. The public was first a 



reading public, and the ykiloso~lres both created and represented 
public by writing for it.” 

that 

The written Word, then, was able to spill the culture of the 
Enlightenment over broader segments of society, but not only through 
writing in general. The genre that had primacy in this expansion was 
the epistolary. “For the pldosopltes, the expansion of the Republic of 
Letters through epistolary exchange was Enlightenment itself.“7 

Letters had the power to catch attention in a way that no book, 
poem, treaty or discourse had. They represented a relation between 
two people, writer and addressee, and opened the possibility of 
finding in its content something about that relation, expressed in a 
simple manner, uncensored, and easy to distribute. 

In the Republic, letters already had noticeable importance for 
interna1 communication and brought members located outside Paris 
and France closer to the activity of the core. Les ,q~zs des lettres would 
exchange ideas, comment on new released works, discuss affairs of 
the Republic, or simply keep in touch through letters. Letters would 
often be shared in sulon circles, and letter-writers would commonly 
take for granted the reading of their correspondence by other members 
of the salon. “Letters were shared, read aloud, passed around, and 
generally inserted into the discourse of the sulo&‘.” 

The discourse that took place in the salon constituted, in Dena 
Goodman’s view, the very heart of the Enlightenment. The thinking 
and creation of the enlightened were shared before the audience that 
would listen and take part in these conversations, creating an authentic 
public sphere, as defined by Habermas: “the sphere of private people 
coming together as a public”.’ 

Habermas also stresses the importance of salon conversation and 
reading as a public sphere in the Republic: 

There was scarcely a great writer in the eighteenth century who would 
not have first submitted his essential ideas for discussion in such 
discourse, in lectures before theacadémies and especially in thesulons... 
The Salou held the monopoly of first publication: a new work, even a 
musical one, had to legitimate itself first in this forum.‘(’ 

Letters would also contribute in widening the public sphere in the 
eighteenth century. The relation between conversation and letter- 
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writing in the salon was very strong. Because guided conversation 

was one of the pillars of salon culture, letters were written resembling 
this same pattern. “Correspondence and conversation were 
complementary discursive modes in the salon and equally importmt 

to it. Since the seventeenth century, letters had always been defined 
tith referente to the oral exchange of conversation.“” But, compared 

to conversation, letters were endurable and could travel further. 
Therefore, “only through the translation of salon values into writing 

and then into print could Enlightenment be spread” outside the 
boundaries of the Republic of Letters.12 

NOW, how did the expansion of the Enlightenment take place? 
What were the mechanics that made it possible? Continuing on the 
path set by Dena Goodman, safon conversation held the content of 
most Enlightenment thought. The members of the Republic of Letters 
attended these forums, and presented their works and ideas to the 
critica1 public which, in the exercise of its reason, would give feedback. 
At the same time, news and revues would be read and written in the 
salon, capturing the opinion of the members. However, to really 
recreate what happened in the salon and to be able to disseminate the 
knowledge generated there, a record that could be sent away and 
reach members outside the circle was needed. The letter was this 
medium used by phílosophes to record Enlightenment activity. “They 
employed and deployed an epistolary genre in the public sphere... 
through the circulation of letters, philosophes and salonnières established 
a network of intellectual exchange which was the first circle of 
expansion beyond the walls of the sa10ns”.‘3 

The idea of a network is crucial in understanding the expansion of 
Enlightenment thought. The very essence of the Republic of Letters is 
that of a network bringing thinkers from all over Europe, and even 
America, together through occasional visits, but mainly through 
c0rrespondence. Members in London, Frankfurt, Philadelphia, 
Warsaw, or Naples could keep in contact with each other and with 
Paris, and could be distant partners in the activity of the salon. 
Philosophes and salonnières would keep constant correspondence with 
eminent people from al1 these places. Abbé Galiani wrote frequently 
to Mme. d’Epinay from Naples, and Mme. Geoffrin kept regular 
correspondence with King Poniatowski of Poland. 
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Exchange in the Republic was a two-way process. Members outside 
Paris would also submit their ideas to the community of gms des lettres 
and provide information about their countries and their literary lives. 
When philosophes travelled, they too would keep in touch with the 
“capital of the Republic”, Paris, through their letters, and would keep 
contributing to the life of the salons, where the works they sent would 
continue to be read and discussed. 

This was the rule with regular members, but how would the 
network facilitate the expansion of the Enlightenment? Again, through 
writing. “To write to one of their [the salon’s] regulars was to enter the 
communications network. The salon spread manuscripts, news, gossip, 
information, and ideas through the Parisian centre and beyond”.” 
When the phifosophes or salonnières accepted to keep correspondence 
with a new member, he or she would be introduced to many other 
members, probably also through letters, and would then have access 
to the network of thinkers that forrned the Republic. The enlightened 
community was positively affected with the joining of new members: 

The networks of intellectual exchange centred in the Parisian sulons 
and strengthened by the philosophes for the purpose of spreading 
Enlightenrnent became independent structures of communication as 
they became more extensive and expeditious. The farther and faster 
news travelled, the more autonomous it became.ls 

We can now see why “the philosophes increasingly and creatively used 
Ietters to bridge the gap between the private circles in which they 
gathered and the public arena that they sought to shape and 
conquer.“lh 

But what kind of letters were used to spread the knowledge 
generated in the sites of the Enlightenment? Certainly, philosophical 
letters were the ones that would carry the deepest body of content 
conceming Enlightenment thought. Philosophes wrote to each other 
and to other members of the Republic to share their views about society 
and to expose their theories on every subject of interest. Considering 
that censorship made it impossibie for many of their works to be 
published in France, writing letters, which included the body of their 
works in them, was the way to have an impact both inside the 
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community of thinkers and outside of it. Philosophical letters would 
then prove to be a very suitable vehicle “for the expression of the 
eighteenth century’s pluralistic ambitions by offering open-ended, 
tentative steps in the collective quest for truth, addressed from one 
simple individual to another”.” 

Many philosoyhes consciously wrote and tried to reach wider 
audiences than those of the salons ’ circles. Diderot is a good example. 
In 1770 he wrote “12 Co& Drrzis”, a piece of writing that expressed the 
values of the Republic of Letters: 

In his states, to al1 who breathe 
A sovereign claims to give the law; 
It’s the opposite in my empire: 
The subject reigns over the king. 
Divide and conquer, his maxim is oid. 
It was that of a tyrant, it is thus not mine. 
To unite you is my desire; 1 love liberty; 
And if 1 have any will, 
It is that each should follow his own. 
Friends, who compose my court, 
To the god of wine render homage; 
Render homage to the god of love.lx 

Philosophes transformed the letter from a basic means of 
communication into an actual source of knowledge in the 
Enlightenment. “The epistolary genre became the dominant medium 
for creating an active and interactive reading public.“l” As Habermas 
recognizes, “it was only through the critica1 absorption of philosophy, 
literature, that the public attained Enlightenment and realized itself 
as the latter’s living process”.Xy’ 

This “active and interactive” public, now part of the project, also 
responded. Correspondence is a two-way exercise, and the new 
correspondents in the Republic took their role in ful1 and became active 
members of the writing community, “expanding a scholarly Republic 
into what Habermas has called a ‘critically debating public’, a ‘public 
engaged ín rational-critica1 debate”‘.?’ Maybe the best example of this 
response is the case of Rousseau, so well documented by Robert 
Darnton. Whether we consider Rousseau a pkilosophe or the anti- 
yl~ilosoyhe is of little importance to measure the impact he had on 
Enlightenment thought. The work that would bring him to fame in 
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the community of thinkers would be the Discours stlr les sciences et les 
nrts, but the one tbat would make his name familiar to wide readersbip 
in the eighteenth century would be Julie, ou La NutmeZle Héloi’se. Tbis 
“novel”, although Rousseau argued tbat it was not one, contained al1 
the authors thoughts on morals, ethics, society, and the family as an 
institution. He picked the letter-form, which will be discussed later, 
as the way to make his ideas reachable to his readers, and he received 
wide response from them, also in tbe form of letters. 

Darton argues that in writing La Norrvelle Héloise, Rousseau was 
demanding more from his readers than just to read. “Rousseau 
directed the reading of his readers and showed them how to approach 
his books and play a certain role; he wanted to teach his readers how 
to read and, through reading, tried to touch their inner lives”.z? 

The impact the novel had on its audience is outstanding, but let’s 
hear a few of these voices speak for themselves, as they wrote to 
Rousseau. Protestant minister Paul-Claude Moultou begins: 

No, Monsieur, 1 can no longer keep quiet. You have overwhelmed my 
soul. It is ful1 to bursting, and it must share its torment with you.. . Oh 
Julie! Oh Saint-Preux! Oh Claire! Oh Edouard! What planet do your 
so& inhabit, and how can 1 unite mine with yours? They are the 
offspring of your heart, Monsieur; your mind alone could not have 
made them as they are. Open that heart tome so that 1 can contemplate 
the living models of the characters whose virtues made me weep such 
sweet tears.?’ 

Mme. du Verger is a second example: “1 would not speak to you so 
freely, if your way of tbinking were not already known tome by your 
works. Besides, 1 should say straight away that if you were determined 
to make conquests, mine would not flatter you.“14 Finally, the publisher 
C.J. Panckoucke wrote in the deepest of emotions: 

Your divine works, Monsieur, are an all-consuming fire. They have 
penetrated my soul, fortified my heart, enlightened my mind...I 
needed a god, and a mighty god, to pull me away from that precipite 
[l lived in] and you, Monsieur, are the god who has performed the 
miracle.” 
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After reading such eloquent testimonials, it is not hard to imagine the 
deep impact Rousseau’s reading made on his public. They felt that 
their lives had been touched forever, that they had discovered in his 
book a source of knowledge for life, a guide that would mark the 
path to follow, and the natural way to communicate it was through 
the letter. “Rousseau’s correspondence became the logical extension 
of his epistolary novel. In sending letters to him, his readers conveyed 
reassurances that his message had got across, passing beyond the 
printed page from his soul into theirs”.?” The Enlightenment was 
expanding through the spreading of knowledge. 

II. Self-Discovery 
As well as a source of knowledge, the letter allowed its writers 

and readers to live a whole new epistolary experience in the eighteenth 
century: self-exploration and discovery. The simple act of writing 
brings one closer to his or her views of the world, life, and the self. It 
is in the, perhaps unconscious, understanding of this fact that people 
write. In the words of Elizabeth MacArthur, “letter writers construct 
personae for themselves as they write”.?’ Identities are created while 
letters are written both in the writer’s and in the reader’s minds. Then 
we have that “by the end of the eighteenth century the letter 
increasingly became the expression of the individual and 
correspondence, the communion of hearts and SOU~S”.?~ 

Abbé Galiani, who corresponded with Mme. d’Epinay in 1772, 
wrote to her: “You know that 1 would love for my letters to be read 
and viewed by al1 my friends. This is not out of vanity; it is to preserve 
me in their memory; it is because 1 would love to talk to them, and 1 
no longer can.“” 

Galiani was making himself present among his friends through 
his letters. His whole personality was immersed in his writing, and 
he was so conscious about that fact that he would have liked al1 his 
friends to read him and to keep him in their memory. The personal 
and private letter is now also a substitute for presente and 
conversation. 

Taking this into account, the style in which letters were written is 
of importance. Preferably, correspondence should be felt, sincere, 
informal, like conversing. Too much literacy would not sound 
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spontaneous and would hardly substitute the presente of the one who 
writes. People wanted a window into each other’s lives, as close to 
their everyday struggles and experiences as possible. A new style in 
writing developed out of this need, linked to the culture of sensibility. 
“The emerging protocols of the familiar letter demanded candour and 
‘self-revelation, the central signs of which were ‘ease’ and ‘immediacy 
of voice”’ to express feelíngs. V’ 

Authentic letters, as opposed to more obviously literary letters, 
were more appreciated. “Writing was most admirable when it 
appeared artless and unstudied.“3’ Increasingly, the characteristics of 
these letters gave them value in the literary market, and larger publics 
were interested in reading just-found collections of family letters and 
personal letters made public with or without authorization of the 
writer, but always presented as unread treasures. The se.nse of intimacy 

is one reason that the published letters of famous personages, which 
were so popular in the eighteenth century, always appeared under 
the conceit that they were never intended to be read by any but their 
named recipient. It also accounts for the widespread use of the 
epistolary form among the early novelists.‘? 

Demand for authentic letters reached such a high leve1 that the 
problem of security and authority was made evident. “In 1782 Servan 

published RéJexions sur la ptrblicution des fettres de Ronsseutr et des fettres 
erz ,gétzeral, in which he urged that letters be considered the legal 
property of both sender and receiver, and thus unpublishable without 
the express permission of both”.?’ 

Another factor that facilitated the sincere and personal style of 
letters in the eighteenth century was Protestantism, for it also 
promoted self-exploration. Carolyn Steedman points out that it is taken 
for granted that writing, even more than reading, encouraged 
temporary social isolation; that it encouraged the practice of self- 
scrutiny and thus played a major role in the emergence of the modem 
self, and that the Protestant churches and sects encouraged the practice 
of spiritual self-examination in women as well as in men.” 

As Steedman continues, autobiography, diary, and letter writing 
can al1 be part of the “personal literary expression” that results from 
self- exploration.‘5 



The ideas of self-exploration, discovery, and inner life were 
frequently related to women, and letter writing was often seen as a 
feminine experience, perhaps because women led rather cloistered 
livcs and had more opportunity to search their souls. “In a great many 
hybrid texts of the early eighteenth century a woman is seen to have 
been granted the cultural authority to represent hersePCS through her 
writing. 

But men were also concerned with the activity of letter writing 
and develc+ped a style of their own that portrayed their personalities, 
as we can learn from the English case. The eighteenth century British 
letter looked.for a more natural and spontaneous style and discarded 
the previous imitation of French refinement and politeness which 
“might corrupt English masculinity, cloud gender boundaries, and 
lead to foppish effeminacy or emasculation”.‘7 Asimilar fashion took 
place across the otean. Merchants in eighteenth-century America 
conducted much of their business through correspondence, and this 
was a “key cultural site for the construction of representations of self 
and its relations with others” and a “key part of the narrative of male 
subjectivity and the formation of market culture”.‘x 

Regardless of gender, nationality, occupation and religion, letter 
writing was a means of expression and contributed to the discovery 
of one’s self and the definition of one’s identity. “Thus, letters also 
had liberating effects. Writing has been described as a psychological 
process, which brings self-exploration and the means to relate oneself 
to society”.“’ 

III. Literary Creation 
As the letter acquired additional roles to that of communicating 

and became asource of knowledge, and a means of self-discovery, ít 
also facilitated the creation and the development of new genres that 
derived from its form. T’hree main eighteenth-century trends are Worth 
analyzing: Firstly, genres derived from the letter as distributor of news 
(~zolrz&es ci Ir n~nin and correspondances littéraires); secondly, genres 
related to the writing of letters (secrétaires and collections of model 
letters); and finally, the literary genre related to the letter pu’ar excelhce, 
the epistolary novel. Al1 will be discussed in this last segment. 



By the end of the eighteenth century, the letter had had an endurmg 
place reporting the news . .*’ In the enlightened network of interchange, 
commented on the first section of this essay, letters kept the members 
of the community in contact with each other and aware of what was 
happening in other sites of the Republic. New genres were especially 
devoted to the transmission of news developed and “the networks of 
intellectual exchange defined by epistolary commerce were 
formalized, strengthened, and expanded first through manuscript 
newsletters, whose editors were well established in the Parisian 
salons”.” 

Later, the newsletter, or letter containing news, gave way to two 
other genres: the ~xwzd~~~s ìI fn nrnirz (written from Paris and Versailles, 
centres of the French state) and the cnrrcspondnnces littl;mircs (reported 
from Paris, the centre of the Republic of Letters).” 

As they evolved from their epistolary origins, these two new 
variants corresponded to two “different genres of published 
periodicals -the rzotr~cll~s to the gazette or newspaper, the 
L’ol’lt>SflOlllfnrrcl,s to the jo~vrrnl or literary revue”.‘? 

It was tht second that spread the news of the Republic through 
the networks of intellectual exchange and aimed to create an informed 
and critica1 readership in the image of the plzilosophes and other 
members of the community. In so doing, the correspaldmces litt&aires 
“represent the manuscript journalism of the Republic of Letters which 
defined.. . the new arena, the new public sphere”, mostly through 
formalizing the snlo~~ function of sending out the mail.” Tbis mail was 
composed not only of news, but also of literary creations. The very 
teml “literary correspondence” expresses a redundancy “because both 
words derive from letters”. The letter is now “specifically ‘literary’. . . 
a formal genre of writing, its composition, an act of creation as well 
as comnumication”.4’ 

The second of the trends followed by the letter is concemed with 
the way of writing it. Two main genres emerged around the idea of 
writing good letters: the secrhire or manual for letter writing and the 
collection of model letters, which offered a guidance of style based on 
particular examples. Both were articles of high consumption in 
eighteenth-century France, as is documented by Roger Chartier.“’ 



SccrL;taircs and collections of model letters were in fact very similar. 
They offered the general public a window into both the way of life of 
the literary elites, whether bourgeois or court-based, and the private 
lives of the people whose letters were part of a collection. There was, 
then, a double objective in purchasing these books and, since they 
were published in a variety of qualities, a large public was able to 
read thern.” Thus, we have that 

to read a wcrhaire might be to learn about the ordering of the social 
world, strictly translated into the formalities of the letter-writingcode; 
or it might mean penetrating a remote and “exotic” universe, that of 
aristocrntic ways; or again it might bring with it the pleasure of piecing 
together a plot from the series of letters furnished as examples for 
Imitation. Model letters were not therefore merely resources provided 
to people who wanted to write a letter but had not mastered the 
conventions of letter-writing. More subtly, through the process of 
readings that were often not followed by any attempt at writing, they 
nourished a social know how and a social imaginary.4x 

Finally, we reach the peak of the influente of the letter in the literary 
world with the invention of the epistolary novel. The shift from 
published collections of letters to the letter-novel is easy to guess. 
Private letters had such a success as literary works that to create 
fictional letters in the fashion of private ones was the natural step. 
Success was assured. 

The letter, moreover, serves as the basic structural component of 
many of the most widely read novels of the eighteenth century. In 
France, the epistolary novel is the predominant narrative mode during 
the second half of that century, reaching a peak of forty novels 
published in the year 1789, including publications and translations from 
other languages, mostly English and German, into French.“’ 

The combination of reaiity and fiction embodied in the epistolary 
novel captured its readership, together with the satisfaction of curiosity 
for details of other private lives. There are many examples of successful 
epistolary novels in the eighteenth century. Their topics varied from 
romance, ethics, and virtue in Pnnwla, by Samuel Richardson, and julie, 
OII Ln NOH~W/~V HdoiSe, by Rousseau, to passion and evil in Les Liaisons 
Dnr~,yuwws, by Laclos. Raw materials were always available to create 



a piece of entertainment of this sort, whose main appeal was its form: 
the letter-form. 

IV. Concluding Remarks 
In conclusion, the letter was of supreme importance to the 

Enlightenment. As the most popular genre in the eighteenth century, 
it was the medium used by the ~~~~ilosoph~s to expand the Republic of 
Letters and to spread enlightenment thought through the networks 
of intellectual exchange. In doing so, a new critica1 public was born 
in the image of the Cqcns des lettres, once the plzilosophes brought salorz 
values into writing. The letter proved, then, to be the pen-and-ink 
version of the enlightenment snlorz, on a larger scale and with no 
geographical or spatial limits. 

The critica1 public resulting from this expansion would take an 
active part in the affairs of the Republic, becoming writers themselves, 
and responding to the thinkers in a rich exchange of ideas, as in the 
case of Rousseau’s readers. 

In addition to its influente as a source of knowledge in the 
Enlightenment, the letter also became a new means of self-exploration 
and discovery. Letter writers created and encountered their own 
identities, their OM~ ~~sorrnc through their epistolary work. Both men 
and women came closer to their views of the world while writing. At 
the same time, this personal and private experience gave the letter a 
particular set of characteristics that made it authentic and spontaneous, 
nnd therefore, good material for audiences eager to explore windows 
into other people’s souls. 

Demand for authentic, and also fictional, letters was met when 
new genres derived from them. As distributors of news, letters 
generated the IZOWC~~~~S Iì la r/~nin and the corrrspon~a~zces litthires; as 
models for writing, the sccrétnir-e and the collections of model letters; 
and as literary creation, the epistolary novel. All these genres were 
extremely successful, perhaps because of their reachable core, the letter 
form. 

After this recapitulation, the influente of the letter in the 
Enlightenment is confirmed, as it developed from a mere means of 
communication, into a source of knowledge, a medium for self 
exploration and discovery, and a literary genre in itself. 
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