Francesco Petrarca – The Ascent of Mount Ventoux
The Ascent of Mount Ventoux is a letter written by Francesco Petrarca (also known as Petrarch) to his friend and confessor Diongi da Borgo San Sepolcro that details his ascent of Mount Ventoux, the letter is dated 26 April 1336.[footnoteRef:1] Within this letter he discusses his moral struggles, his academic pursuits, his feelings for Italy and his ‘wasteful’ love for Laura all through dialogue with himself. He also describes his struggle to climb the mountain and the different paths him and his brother took and subsequently what this suggests about each of their characters.[footnoteRef:2] This ascent could also be seen as a metaphor for his spiritual journey. This text was written during the Renaissance era when spirituality and it’s relation to academia and religion were at the forefront of contemporary debates. [1:  Petrarch, The Ascent of Mount Ventoux]  [2:  Musa, Mark, Introductions to Petrarch: Selections from the Canzoniere and Other Works (Oxford University Press 1999)] 

Within this passage from the Ascent of Mount Ventoux, as he climbs the Mountain and looks out towards Italy Petrarch reflects on his life so far focusing on the last ten years, including his studies and life experiences. This passage conveys many thoughts and emotions that Petrarch is experiencing. He expresses his feelings towards his home country through the phrase ‘Italy, the place to which my heart was most inclined’, this suggests he has a deep love for the place in which he has spent most of his life. Petrarch then discusses the alps and how they ‘seem to rise close by, though they were far away’, this could relate to Petrarch’s feelings on how is close to the summit of Ventoux or to how he is close to his home country yet far away, as he is in France rather than Italy. He then refers to antiquity through the comment ‘those same Alps through which that fierce enemy of the Roman name once made his way’, this refers to the Carthiginian General Hannibal who caught the Romans off guard by crossing the Alps. This reference to antiquity is key to this work as a key part of humanism is looking back to times like this and using the work of authors from these times. Petrarch then further expresses his feelings for his country through the comment
for Italian skies which I beheld more with my thought than with my eyes, and an inexpressible longing came over me to see once more my friend and my country.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Petrarch, The Ascent of Mount Ventoux] 

This suggests that Petrarch spent a lot of time considering the sky over Italy and his feelings about it, it also shows his longing to be in Italy. He also mentions his friend, this could refer to Diongi da Borgo San Sepolcro who he wrote this letter to, or it could refer to Laura, a woman who he had strong feelings for and mentioned her in many of his poems. Petrarch then states that he reproached himself for this ‘double weakness which came from a soul not yet up to manly resistance’, this suggests that Petrarch is of the opinion that he should not be focusing on these worldly desires and instead should be focusing on his present task. He also suggests that thinking these thoughts is a weakness that is caused by his soul not yet ‘up to manly resistance’. He then contrasts this by stating that ‘there is excuses for both my desires’, this suggests that although he believes he should not be thinking these thoughts, he understands why he is. 
Petrarch then has a new idea and starts ‘thinking in terms of time rather than space’. This change in discussion suggests that Petrarch is focusing on his inner conflicts and attempting to ascertain which issue he should be focusing on. This links to debates at the time of how someone’s life should be measured and how this is related to the soul. He then begins to reflect that it has been ten years since he left Bolonga after completing his ‘youthful studies’ and ‘all the changes in [his] character these intervening years have seen’. This suggests that he is reflecting on what his studying has taught him but also what he has learnt from his life experiences and how these have affected him. Petrarch then suggests he has not finished learning or having new experiences through the phrase ‘I have not yet reached a safe harbour where I can calmly recall past storms’. He then relates this to St Augustine through the quote 
I wish to recall all my foul past and the carnal corruption of my soul, not that I love them, but that I may the more love you, O my God.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Petrarch, The Ascent of Mount Ventoux] 

This suggests he understands how his improper feelings may affect his soul. This is also important to the context of this passage as at the time, many scholars began by studying religion so Petrarch would have a strong understanding of religion and religious texts. He then explains his decision to continue his ‘wrongful’ love but to do so with more shame and heaviness of hearts. This suggests he has successfully resolved his emotional conflict due to relating it to his past, his knowledge and his feelings on the soul. 
Petrarch then begins to contemplate his future. He states 
If you should, by chance, prolong this uncertain life of yours for another ten years, advancing toward virtue in proportion to the distance from which you departed from your original infatuation during the past two years since the new longing first encountered the old, could you not face death on reaching forty years of age, if not with complete assurance at least with hopefulness, calmly dismissing from your thoughts the residuum of life that fades into old age.
This suggests he is attempting to switch his thoughts from the desire and longing he has been facing and instead focus on ‘advancing towards virtue’, this relates to scholarly and religious views at the time that believed that to enter heaven you must have a pure and virtuous soul. This question he proposes to himself considers death as he questions which decisions he will be able to positively reflect on upon his death. 
Petrarch then ends this passage by changing the focus back to his ascent of the mountain. He ‘rejoiced in [his] progress, mourned for [his] weaknesses, and took pity on universal inconstancy of human conduct’, this shows that Petrarch had a developed mind as he was able to self-reflect and use this as a tool to make decisions and understand his position in life. This also shows an understanding of the human mind, body and soul which was very key for Humanists at the time. Petrarch then decides to pull his focus further back towards the ascent and ‘to look about [him] and see what [they] had come to see’. This relates to another part within this text where Petrarch claims to be the first person since antiquity to climb a mountain just for the view.
Francesco Petrach was a humanist scholar who looked at classical texts and worked towards translating, collating and transcribing these texts in order to develop an understanding of the times in which these scholars were writing and to understand their viewpoints and use their knowledge to develop his own.[footnoteRef:5] It could be said that [5:  Mann, The Origins of Humanism ] 

Perhaps the single most illustrious intellectual figure to emerge from the Avignonese milieu was Petrarch, often considered to be the father of humanism and certainly the outstanding scholar and creative writer of his generation[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Mann, The Origins of Humanism] 

Petrarch other work includes his ten letters to ‘men who were very long dead’ all of which were great exemplars of classic civilisation (including Homer) in which he questions them, reproves them and seeks to learn from them.[footnoteRef:7] As well as epistolary works, Petrarch also wrote a collection of lyric poems entitled the Canzoniere.  [7:  King, Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of sources] 

Humanism is an intellectual movement that can be studied through writings and texts throughout the Renaissance era. This movement began due to a concern for texts – specifically those written by Ancient Greeks and Romans. Although this was a new movement, it focused on continuities with the past. The influence of this movement varied based on location but began mostly in Italy. This was a study of ‘humanitas’ which came from Cicero and was a set of cultural values derived from a ‘liberal’ education. 
Petrarch was one of many Renaissance humanists. Others include Giovanni Pico della Mirandola who also began studying from a religious standpoint and then developed through the study of ancient texts such as Aristotle and Plato’s works. He used these to develop an understanding of the human condition. Similarly, Marsilio Ficino focused on the human being as occupying a central position in the chain of being. 
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