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Why are letters such an important piece of culture and history? Letters have always given deep insight into thoughts and feelings, as well as providing for one of the more overlooked forms of communication nowadays. Letters form the foundation of Alice Walker's novel, The Color Purple, which is written in the epistolary format. But not all stories translate well through letters, and it takes a talented composer to write a letter that effectively conveys a point, let alone a series of letters. Often times, the challenge in this task is not met by writers, and this reveals the weaknesses of the epistolary format as a whole. By considering factors such as limited viewpoint, repetitive format, and plot weaknesses, one can understand how an epistolary style novel hinders the reader's ability to comprehend.


One of the chief weaknesses that epistolary novels tend to face as a product of their nature is an awkward, limited, or confusing viewpoint. This is prominently demonstrated by the authors of these novels themselves, as literary analyst Trudeau points out: “Fielding with his parody points out some of the inherent problems with the epistolary form, including the fact that simple, uneducated characters convey their sentiments through sophisticated literary mean.”  Writers often transfer their literary abilities to the letters within the novel, no matter how authentic they are attempting to be. Writers are writers because of their talent, and this talent is mirrored by their work; evidence of the author's education will always somewhat overshadow authenticity in an epistolary. Another attempt at authenticity that has the potential to lose the reader is the vocabulary of the characters. This can stretch to both extremes; whether too advanced to the point of losing the reader, or too foreign to the point of potential confusion, as in The Color Purple, where Celie's dialect is used to convey her lack of education (McKever). This is another attempt at authenticity, but another potential way to lose a reader. In addition, the epistolary typically expresses a lack of objectivity, which can limit the amount of concrete information the reader is able to discern. Every letter contained in The Color Purple is directed from an individual viewpoint, whether it be Celie or Nettie, at another individual, each other or God. There is no narrator, and while this may seem to be a creative leap, the information presented by the two women is not always useful in this format. In these respects, the construction of an epistolary novel is not a sound prospect for authors looking to connect with their readers.


The format of the epistolary is also very tedious and repetitive. Epistolaries are crafted out of a series of letters of varying length; although it seems effective in drawing the reader in, letter after letter of the same template can have the tendency to push the reader back out. Trudeau presents another building block for this flaw: “The structure of The Color Purple is the series of letters Celie writes to God and letters to her sister Nettie. Some of the letters in the book are written by Nettie to Celie.” Each letter in an epistolary has three basic parts: the addressee, the writer, and the content. There cannot be much variation in this format, or else a novel would lose its epistolary distinction. In addition, the format itself can restrict what the author is able to convey at a certain point: what Celie might reveal to God might be awkward in a letter to her sister Nettie, for example. These restrictions on authors of epistolaries and the novels themselves limit the depth to which a reader can comprehend.


Perhaps the most common and strongest sentiment against the epistolary is its plot weaknesses. As mentioned earlier, letters are an essential part of the format; as a result, plot configurations can end up being forced to keep the story coherent. One of the worst offenders of this in The Color Purple is the discovery of the hidden letters (Walker). This plot device helps to show the futility of such a format at its lowest point: when Celie's letters to God were no longer able to convey what the author wanted, the letters are discovered and the story can continue. This type of situation can cause the novel to begin to appear gimmicky, as a Kirkus Review professor points out in a book review of another epistolary, Letters from Young Activists: “The epistolary gimmick, unfortunately, is distracting. The reader has to do too much work in discerning” (Kirkus). The same is true of many other epistolaries, where more time is often spent trying to figure out what is happening, rather than analytical and meaningful reading. This quality unfortunately detracts from the novel's ability to achieve a fully immersive environment.


A talented author can overcome many, or perhaps even all of these obstacles to bring out the positives of the epistolary format. Epistolary novels are often lauded for their character development, creativity, unique perspective, and insight. With a few letters, a writer has the potential to demonstrate a very complex theme in a more direct way than the traditional novel. However, the aforementioned weaknesses are typically found in epistolaries, and they serve not to help, but to hinder the reader's ability to comprehend, analyze, and most importantly, enjoy.
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