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1. Introduction 

Ever since Petrarch rediscovered Cicero's letters, humanist epistolog-
raphy had two rival models at its disposal: the one propagated by the 
medieval ars dictaminis and the other which could be deduced from the 
letter corpora of Cicero and other ancients writers.1 As letter writing in 
the Italian Renaissance distanced itself more and more from the former 
and humanists with ever increasing proficiency imitated the latter, a 
number of humanist manuals attempted to formulate a 'modern' theory 
of letter writing. One of the most successful among these was the De 
epistolis componendis written by Niccolo Perotti (1430-80), who gave the 
following rules:2 

Quid in primis obseruandum est in epistolis scribendis? Vt stilus inferior sit et 
quasi familiarior quam cum uel orationes uel historias scribimus, et tamen sit sub-
iectae materiae conueniens. Nam ut in caeteris tres sunt dicendi caracteres, amplus, 
medius et infimus, ita etiam epistolae tres suos caracteres habent, ab aliis tamen 
diuersos, hoc est illis inferiores. Nam qui in aliis mediocris est, hie est summus, 
qui in aliis infimus, hie mediocris. Infimus uero in epistolis, quo dicendi genere in 
familiaribus utimur, erit ab infimo illo omnino diuersus, hoc est leuis, facilis, uerbis 
quotidianis et quasi uernaculis contextus, in quo tamen nihil barbarum sit aut 
ineptum. Amplo igitur illo atque sublimi utemur, cum de rebus altis atque diuinis 
epistolas scribemus, ut Plato facit. Mediocri cum de maioribus, de rebus gestis, de 
bello, de pace, de consilio capiendo aut rebus aliis seueris et grauibus tractabimus. 
Infimo cum materia erit de rebus familiaribus atque iocosis. (fol.97r-v) 

What should be primarily observed in letter writing? That the style be inferior and 
more low-key than when we write speeches or histories, but nevertheless fits its 
subject matter. For as there are in other writings three kinds of speech, splendid, 
middle, and lowest, so also letters have their three types, different from the others, 
i.e. lower. The middle type in others is the highest here, the lowest in others here 
is the middle. The lowest type in letters which we use in letters to family and 
friends is completely different from the lowest style in other writings, it is light, 
easy-going, uses every-day and common words; it should, however, not be uncul-

1 Cp. Ronald Witt, "Medieval Ars Dictaminis and the Beginning of Humanism. A new Construction 
of the Problem," RQ 35 (1982), 1-35. 

: All quotations from the De componendis epistolis are from Perotti's autograph, (Vat. Lat. 6737). I 
have largely retained the orthography (e caudata is rendered as ae) except for punctuation and capital 
letters. All quotations from Perotti's letters are taken from the database which I have compiled for the 
edition of Perotti's letters. 
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