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PRIVATE CORRESPONDENCE IN EARLY MODERN ENGLISH:
FAMILY, FRIENDSHIP AND LOVE LETTERS

The Tudor period in England was marked by significant social, economic, and cultural transforma-
tions that notably influenced communication methods, particularly letter-writing. The era's political
shifts and religious conflicts rendered correspondence essential for both the nobility and the emerg-
ing middle class. This importance intensified in the 17th century, particularly following the establish-
ment of public postal services by King Charles I in 1635. This initiative greatly enhanced the speed
and reliability of letter exchanges compared to earlier private methods.

The article classifies Early Modern English correspondence into three primary categories: pri-
vate, semi-official, and official letters. It highlights the communicative functions and socio-cultural
contexts associated with private letters, providing a comprehensive understanding of their signifi-
cance during this period.

Private correspondence in Renaissance England is analyzed in the following article with a specific
focus on key types of letters according to Early Modern English epistolary practices: familiar, friendly,
and love letters. It explores these letters' [inguistic and stylistic features, highlighting their emotional,
persuasive, and diplomatic tones. Through the analysis of letters from Elizabeth Lyke, Arthur Grey,
and Catherine Howard, the article contrasts the rhetorical strategies employed in family, friendship,
and love letters. Elizabeth Lyke's letter emphasizes familial duty and emotional persuasion; Arthur
Grey's letter adopts a formal and diplomatic tone to maintain cordiality; and Catherine Howard's

letter reflects romantic passion and vulnerability.
The article sheds light on Early Modern English society's evolving norms and values by analyzing
the linguistic characteristics, including vocatives, archaic grammatical forms, and formulaic

expressions.
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friendly letters.

Statement of the problem. In the 16th and
17th centuries, England experienced significant trans-
formations in social structure, the economy, and cul-
tural life, which led to the evolution of communicative
practices, particularly written correspondence. Influ-
enced by political events such as dynastic changes,
religious wars, and the establishment of parliamen-
tary traditions, letter-writing became an integral part
of life for both the nobility and the bourgeoisie. In
the 17th century, correspondence gained special sig-
nificance due to changes in social and infrastructural
conditions. Notably, in 1635, King Charles I of Eng-
land made the state postal service accessible to the
general public. This reform significantly facilitated
the exchange of correspondence, as previously, the
delivery of letters depended on private arrangements
or courier services, which were often unreliable and
time-consuming.

At the same time, the cost of postal services
remained high, complicating regular use for many
people, especially those from lower social classes. As

a result, many continued to rely on friends, acquain-
tances, or random travelers for letter delivery. This
informal method of correspondence posed risks such
as letter loss or interception.

Letters became not only a means of resolv-
ing business matters but also a tool for maintain-
ing social ties and exchanging news and ideas. One
reason for the growing popularity of letter-writing
was the increase in literacy levels across different
social strata. Early Modern English society gradu-
ally reached a new level of literacy due to expanded
access to education, making writing a more acces-
sible communication tool for a larger population.
Women, who previously lacked educational oppor-
tunities, increasingly participated in correspon-
dence, reflecting changes in their societal roles. Let-
ters serve as valuable sources of information about
the everyday life, customs, and beliefs of early mod-
ern England. They provide insight into the private
lives of both historical figures and ordinary people,
revealing their thoughts and feelings.
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Analysis of recent research and publications.
Since the late 20th century, sociolinguists, social
historians, and literary scholars have shown increas-
ing interest in letters and epistolary communication
as social and cultural practices. Renewed academic
interest in letters has led not only to scholarly stud-
ies but also to the publication of letter collections and
specialized bibliographies (Daybell 2005a, 2006a;
Daybell and Gordon 2012). These resources have
expanded the data and analytical tools available to
researchers and highlighted the relevance of letters
in understanding socio-cultural issues such as lit-
eracy rates and women's education in past eras. The
study of historical correspondence also sheds light on
orthographic variation and linguistic changes in ear-
lier periods. Most scholarly works are focused on the
entire Modern period, as this era marked the height of
letter-writing across Europe and beyond, with many
studies concentrating on the 18th century (Postigliola
et al. 1985). This century is often viewed as the peak
of epistolary significance as a form of communication
and self-expression. However, it is during the Early
Modern English period that correspondence began to
acquire characteristics that became typical of episto-
lary practices throughout the Modern period.

The typology of early modern English letters
reflects the multifaceted social, economic, and cul-
tural contexts in which they were produced. Academic
inquiries into the typology of early modern English let-
ters are based on the nature of the relationship between
the addresser and the addressee, as well as the purpose
and style of communication. There is no consensus in
contemporary linguistic studies regarding the classifi-
cation of early modern English letters, as the phenom-
enon of letter-writing in the 16th and 17th centuries
was highly diverse and influenced by numerous fac-
tors. Discrepancies in classification approaches arise
from various aspects affecting letter typology. The pri-
mary characteristics that distinguish letter types are the
degree of formality and the target audience.

According to Alexander T. Bergs, there are two
types of epistolary discourse: private (or personal)
letters and business (or official) letters Sumadi sup-
ports a similar classification. Private letters are infor-
mal and emotional, intended for personal commu-
nication between relatives, friends, acquaintances,
or close individuals. In contrast, business letters
are formal and address legal, commercial, political,
or administrative matters. As Bergs notes, certain
social relationships and roles do not allow for pri-
vate letters. For instance, John Paston I's letter to
King Henry IV in 1449 is an example of business cor-
respondence [2, p. 210]
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Meanwhile, Floriana Popescu identifies three
types of letters, distinguishing private letters while
also treating semi-official and public letters as sepa-
rate categories. Semi-official letters address matters
between social circles with certain connections but
not close personal ties. Public letters are directed
toward a broader audience or higher officials and
often serve political or societal purposes [6, p. 391].

The classification of early modern English epis-
tolary discourse remains a topic of debate due to the
blurred boundaries between "private" and "public" in
medieval Europe. Social structure during this period
was collective in nature, where individuals were per-
ceived as integral parts of a community. Many aspects
of life considered private today were under constant
public scrutiny. The concept of privacy, as understood
today, began to take shape during the Renaissance
with processes of individualization but only acquired
its modern meaning in the 19th century. The boundar-
ies between personal and public life in the 16th and
17th centuries were so indistinct that applying con-
temporary categories of "privacy" or "publicity" to
this period is challenging [1, p. 80].

The essence of the above suggests that it is impos-
sible to definitively classify letters as either "private"
or "official" due to the complex dynamics of their use
and perception in Early Modern English society.

For example, a letter addressed to a single recipient
often did not remain within the bounds of private
communication. During the delivery process, it could
be read by others — family members, secretaries,
or even third parties involved in the delivery.
Additionally, many letters were read aloud, especially
those concerning socially or politically significant
issues, making them partially public despite their
formal status as private documents.

Thus, modern linguistics lacks a unified
classification of Early Modern English letters,
highlighting the need for further research in this
field. Developing a typology of letters represents an
important contribution to the study of the history of
the English language and epistolary discourse.

Based on the criteria of formality and social
context, Early Modern English letters can be divided
into four types: private, official, semi-official, and
public. Each type possesses distinctive features that
determine not only the style of expression but also
the structure, thematic content, and purpose of the
correspondence.

Task statement. This article aims to examine
private correspondence in sixteenth- and seventeenth-
century England, focusing on familial, friendly, and
love letters, as well as their key features, stylistic
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characteristics, and social functions. By exploring
this topic, we gain insights not only into how the
English wrote and communicated in the past but
also into the socio-cultural changes that shaped their
written communication.

Outline of the main material of the study. This
articlepaysparticularattentionto Early Modern English
private correspondence, as private letters reflect not
only daily life and interpersonal relationships but also
the social norms regulating communication during
this period. As Tone Hellesund notes, the analysis
of private letters allows researchers to reconstruct
fragments of life and reveal the emotional and social
dimensions of communication [5, p. 247]. In the 16th
and 17th centuries, letter-writing served as a means of
expressing personal feelings and thoughts, fostering
emotional bonds, and allowing the analysis of both
individual experiences and broader communicative
strategies in Early Modern England.

Collecting and analyzing factual material, three
main types of private letters can be identified:
family, friendship, and love letters. Each type has
unique characteristics and serves specific functions,
reflecting Early Modern English correspondence's
emotional, social, and rhetorical strategies.

Family letters are characterized by emotional
warmth, a desire to maintain family ties, and the
transmission of everyday news. They often include
wishes for health, expressions of care, and moral sup-
port. Elizabeth Lyke's letter to her daughter Bess is
a vivid example of family correspondence. This let-
ter exhibits a high degree of emotionality through
affectionate addresses, gratitude, and concern for her
son's financial situation. It employs repetition "good
daughter”, epithets "great candnesse"”, hyperboles,
and an argumentative style to persuade her daughter
to provide financial assistance to her brother. The let-
ter combines a personal and persuasive tone, empha-
sizing family solidarity and expressing fears that
family land might fall into the hands of outsiders. It
exemplifies Early Modern English familial epistolary
discourse, intertwining emotionality, logical reason-
ing, and the sociocultural context [3].

Friendship letters played a key role in the Early
Modern English period. They, in contrast to family
letters, served as a means of maintaining social con-
tacts, exchanging opinions, and discussing current
events. A relaxed style and humorous elements were
commonly used in the following period. Arthur Grey's
friendly letter, in contradiction to Elizabeth Lyke's

family letter, adopted a formally friendly, polite, and
restrained tone, which was typical for English corre-
spondence in the 16" century. It employs euphemisms
"I am very sorry that I cannot”, diplomatic explana-
tions, and conventional politeness formulas "Yowres
euer wholy" to maintain cordial relations despite
the inability to fulfill a request. Unlike Elizabeth
Lyke's letter, which demonstrates rhetorical pressure,
repeated requests, and personal sentiments, Arthur
Grey's letter is formal and relies on reasoned refusals
and the avoidance of blunt expressions [4].

Love letters, as the most emotionally charged
form of correspondence, are distinguished by the use
of metaphors, compliments, and expressions of deep
feelings. These letters reflect both the writer's personal
emotions and the period's cultural ideals regarding
love and romantic relationships. Catherine Howard's
letter stands out as the most intimate and emotional,
representing the genre of Early Modern English love
letters. It conveys intense feelings through hyper-
boles, contrasts, and symbolic vows of loyalty. In
contrast to Elizabeth Lyke's letter, which, despite its
emotionality, remains pragmatic and persuasive: "/
heartilie preye you good doghtter sum what to streyne
your selfe for my sake", Catherine Howard's letter is
deeply personal and filled with longing and despair:
"I never longed so much for a thing as I do to see you
and to speak with you". Conversely, Arthur Grey's
letter is diplomatic and formal, using euphemisms
and official language to politely decline a request "/
am very sory that I cannot according to your request
pleasure this Gentleman" [7].

While Catherine Howard's letter embodies roman-
tic passion and vulnerability, Elizabeth Lyke's letter
emphasizes familial duty and persuasion, and Arthur
Grey's letter reflects the restraint and hierarchical
nature of official sixteenth-century correspondence.

Conclusions. The study of Early Modern Eng-
lish private correspondence reveals the multifaceted
nature of communication during this period. Familial,
friendly, and love letters served practical purposes and
reflected broader cultural values, emotional bonds,
and social hierarchies. The distinct rhetorical strate-
gies and linguistic patterns in these letters highlight
the complexity of interpersonal relationships and the
role of epistolary practices in shaping social interac-
tions. This analysis contributes to a deeper under-
standing of historical communication and the ways
in which private correspondence mirrors the cultural
and linguistic dynamics of early modern England.
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Kyu A. I. IPUBATHE JIMCTYBAHHS B PAHHbOHOBOAHIUIIMCHKOMY ITEPIO/II:
CIMEMHE, IPYKHE TA JIOGOBHE JTUCTYBAHHA

Ilepioo Twoopie 6 Anenii 03HAMEHYBABCA 3HAYHUMU COYIANbHUMU, EKOHOMIYHUMU MA KYIbMypPHUMU
mpancopmayiamu, aKi NOMIMHO GNIUHYIU HA CHOCOOU KOMYHIKayii, 30kpema Ha aucmyeants. llonimuuni
3MIHU ma peniciiMi KOHQUIKmu yiei enoxu 3poounu JUCHy8aHH BANCIUBUM 3ACOOOM CNIIKYB8AHHA AK OJiA
apucmokpamii, max i 015 cepeoOHboi TAHKU CYCRIbCMEA. Hozo 3nauenns spocno y XVII cmonimmi, ocobnuso
nicis 3acHy8aHHA nyoOniyHol nowmoesoi ciycou koponem Kapnom Iy 1635 poyi. La iniyiamusa cymmego
NOKpawuid weuoKicmo i HaOIUHICMb 0OMIHY TUCAMU 8 NOPIGHAHHI 3 NONEPEeOHIMU NPUBAMHUMU MEMOOAMU
00CmMasKu.

Y cmammi kopecnonOenyito panHbOHOBOAH2IIUCHKOI MOBU KAACUDIKOBAHO HA MPU OCHOBHI Kame2opii:
npueamHi, Hanigoiyitini ma ogiyitni aucmu. Ocobnusa ysaza npuoiiAEMbC KOMYHIKAMUBHUM (DYHKYIAM
i COYIOKYILMYPHOMY KOHMEKCHTY NPUBAMHO20 JUCMYBANHS, WO 0A€ 3M02Y 2nubue 3p03yMimu 1020 3HAYeHHs
8 yetl icmopuuHuil nepioo.

IIpusammne nucmysanus @ enoxy Biopoowcenns: ¢ Anenii ananisyemuocs @ medicax yiei cmammi 3 aKyenmom
HA OCHOBHI MUNU TUCMIB 32I0H0 3 eniCIOIAPHOI0 RPAKMUKOK PAHHbOHOBOAH2IUCHKOI 000U: CiMmeliHe, OPYIHCHE
ma n0606He TUCmy8anHs. J[oCiioxHceHo NiHe8iCmuyHi ma Cmuiicmuyti 0coONUBOCMI Yux IUCmis, 30Kpema
ix emoyitine, nepexoniugee ma ouniomamuyre 3abapenenns. Ha npuxiaoi aucmis Enizabem Jlaiix, Apmypa
I'pesa ma Kempin ['osapo y cmammi nopieriolomscs pumopudri cmpamezii, AKi 6UKOPUCIOBYIOMbCA 8 TUCAX
cimeliHo20, OpYAaCHbO2O ma 006H020 Xapakmepy. Jlucm Enizabem Jlatik niokpecioe nouymms pOOUHHO20
0006’a3Ky ma emoyiinozo enaugy, aucm Apmypa [pea eupisuaemvcs opmanroHum i OUNIOMAMUYHUM
moHoM 07151 30epedicernss 0ooposuunusocmi; aucm Kempin [osapo idobpasicae pomanmuuty npucmpacme
1 8pasnugicmeo.

Ananizyiouu MOSHI  XApaKMepucmuKu, 30KpeMda 6JICUBAHHA 36ePMAHb, APXAIYHUX  2PAMAMUYHUX
Gopm i wabnowHux eupasie, cmamms HPOIUBAE CEIMIO HA eBONIOYI0 HOpM i YIHHOCMEU CYCRilbCcmed
PAHHbOHOBOAH2NIUCLKOI AHenil.

Knwuogi cnosa: nucmysanns, HAnUCanHs IUCMIG, NPUBAMHI TUCMU, TH0O06HT TUCMU, OPYIHCHI TUCTIU.
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