Words Spoken and Written: Forensic Oratory and the Epistle in Isocrates
Among Isocrates’ writings two groups of writings stand out because of their easily recognized generic identities: forensic discourses and epistles. Both of these generic forms pre-exist Isocrates and both of them represent a different mode of communication. While the forensic orations would have been prepared to be spoken aloud in court, the epistles use writing to transport the voice of the physically absent author to the recipient.
Although forensic discourses and epistles make up two important categories of Isocrates' writings, they tend to be two groups of his works that are overlooked. However I propose to re-examine these parts of his corpus in order to better understand them as distinct generic categories that Isocrates himself recognized and productively used. By beginning with these groups of writings, one can better understand how Isocrates treats the differences between oral and written forms of communication. But such an investigation also has the potential to help understand how Isocrates’ politikoi logoi, those discourses which feign political deliberation and oral performance, represent a participation of both oral and written communication.

Working a generation before Isocrates, Antiphon is the earliest Attic orator whose speeches, which were written for others to deliver orally, survive in written form. This was a practice that was continued by Lysias and Isocrates as they both served as logographers in Athens. Isocrates’ forensic orations (Orations 16-21) are considered his earliest works and represent his literary output before he opened his school in Athens ca. 390. They thus link Isocrates to the practice of forensic oratory and compositions that were meant to be heard rather than read.
The form of the letter was also a genre that was developing in the fifth century, but was identifiable before Isocrates used it. Herodotus records more than one instance of a letter being sent and received in The Histories (e.g. 1.124, 7.128, 8.22), but perhaps more famous is Thucydides’ version of Nicias’ letter to the Athenian Assembly (7.8-15). The epistle became a way for one person to present a message to another with the message conveyed through a written form. Although the letter could be read aloud to the addressee, its very nature as a written work was emphasized by the fact that the one who voices the words stands in for the real voice of the words. The nine epistles that are part of Isocrates’ corpus are very deliberately set apart from his politikoi logoi by Isocrates himself. He notes that they are different than his logoi, refers to his physical absence, mentions the carriers of the letter and uses the vocabulary of epistle writing.  
In reading Isocrates’ forensic discourses and epistles there are unique characteristics in each of these which belong to oral and written genres respectively. Although it might be difficult to isolate what characteristics might be unique to each genre, Michael Gagarin (1998) has already written about the differences between Antiphon’s oral and written forensic discourses by comparing the tetralogies with his other speeches especially in their use of precision of expression and argumentation. These two types of speeches thus offer two potential models by which we can judge Isocrates’ own forensic oratory. Although the epistles are extremely short, making it difficult to accurately judge consistency in things like syntax and style, by examining the persona that Isocrates presents both of himself and the intended recipient of his epistle, we are able to see whether he really intends his epistles as a written communication from one party to another.
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