Gobbet- Essay on Francesco Petrarca’s The Ascent of Mount Ventoux
Francesco Petrarca wrote The Ascent of Mount Ventoux to recount his experience climbing the mountain and reflecting on his emotional state, questioning and philosophising what it is to love. Petrarch, born in 1307, was considered the ‘father of humanism’[footnoteRef:1]. Having been a poet and a scholar, he was deeply enthralled with the views that humanism express, and ‘believed that a new golden age of thought and politics could be achieved by returning to the ideals of antiquity and by permitting poets and scholars to lead a revolution in education.’[footnoteRef:2]. Furthermore, he spent his life researching the classic works of writers such as Cicero, many of whom he was so interested with, that ‘Between 1345 and 1360, among his many other literary and epistolary activities, […] Petrarch […] wrote ten letters to men who were long dead. All were great exemplars of classical civilization: they were poets, philosophers, rhetoricians, and historians […].’[footnoteRef:3]  Much like himself, writing sonnet poems and epics, and art form often celebrated in the Renaissance humanism movement. Petrarch was a poet, who famously had conflicts in his personal and romantic history. This extract, is a personal reflection of his individualism and a combination of his past and present self, reflecting on the pain of loving without wanting to love, his lack of control in his own emotions. [1:  Cartwright, Mark, Andrea Mantegna, “Renaissance Humanism,” World History Encyclopaedia, 2026 <https://www.worldhistory.org/Renaissance_Humanism/>]  [2:  Cartwright, Mark, Andrea Mantegna, “Renaissance Humanism,” World History Encyclopaedia, 2026 <https://www.worldhistory.org/Renaissance_Humanism/>]  [3:  Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources, ed. and trans., with an Introduction, by Margaret L. King (Indianapolis, Ind.; Cambridge: Hackett, 2014), p. 3.] 


This passage follows Petrarch as he ascends Mount Ventoux, which he takes to reflect upon his life, the past and present, how he came to be where he is at that moment, questioning the passage of time, and what he has been able to achieve. He uses this passage to question his warring emotions of love and hate, how these two conflict and how it effects him. Petrarch quotes St. Augustine, ‘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.’ He does this to support his own mental turmoil, and because of his admiration of his spiritual thinking, which he, too explores in this extract. Petrarch beautifully expresses his inner turmoil by writing back and forth in argument with himself, showing the dramatic conflicting feelings in his mind as he writes. This method of writing, this kind of journaling or documentation of his immediate thoughts and inner philosophical queries connects you more to his state of mind, and creates an empathy for his struggles. Petrarch really uses this passage to explore humanism by questioning what it really is to be human, to love and to lack control over your own feelings. Humanism was used as an exploration of this question, and though Petrarch does not give you an answer, he gives you the ability to see through his eyes, and his way of thinking, by connecting you to his personal turmoil and what leads him to believe in the reverting back to classical ideals. By reading this extract you are able to see his preference for pathos over logic, appealing to a reader’s sense of empathy through repetitive rhetorical questions, arguing with himself and repeating the word ‘love’ as if it might trigger the reader’s most basic understanding of the human emotion, Petrarch writes ‘The fact is I love, but I love what I long not to love, what I would like to hate.’ A line in which you see the summary of his struggles, and the true appeal for understanding from a humanist set of eyes. Petrarch was, at heart, a poet, and Renaissance humanism celebrated the call back to the classical philosophies, worshipping art, poetry, writing, rather than simply thinking religiously. And Petrarch was an embodiment of these Humanist ideals, celebrating art, poetry, philosophical thinking, and reverting back to the classical ways of thinking, it was Petrarch who founded and fathered this movement of Renaissance Humanism, who is credited with the discovery of many classical works that remain studied and in print today.

In this extract, Petrarch brilliantly uses pathos to appeal to the reader’s most basic level of understanding, writing a guttural, personal journalistic piece of his own emotion to explore and better understand the concept of Renaissance humanism. This piece of text gives the reader the ability to see a raw and unfiltered view of Petrarch’s mind and inner thinking, the view from a humanist way of thinking, you are able to see the inner dialogue and reflection of the core question of renaissance humanism- what does it mean to be human?
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