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2. Francesco Petrarca (Petrarch), The Ascent of Mount Ventoux:
Francesco Petrarch (1304-1374) is well known for writing letters to long-deceased historical figures, using them as a means to engage in dialogue with classical authority and to debate ideas and philosophical positions.
	In 1336, Petrarch climbed the 2000-meter-high Mount Ventoux with his younger brother Gherardo. This extract is taken from a letter Petrarch addressed to Dionigi da Borgo San Sepolcro, an Augustinian monk he had met in Avignon and who became Petrarch’s friend and confessor. 
	In the opening of the passage, Petrarch describes the physical landscape:
  I turned my eyes toward Italy, the place to which my heart was most inclined. The great and snow-capped Alps seemed to rise close by, though they were far away – those same Alps through which that fierce enemy of the Roman name once made his way.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Mark Musa, Introduction to Petrarch: Selections from the ‘Canzoniere’ and Other Works, trans. And ed. with an Introduction and Notes by Mark Musa, Oxford World Classics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999) p. 15.] 

	He then shifts from the external landscape to his inner thoughts: 
I sighed, I must admit, 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:2] [2:  Mark Musa, Introduction to Petrarch: Selections from the ‘Canzoniere’ and Other Works, Trans. And Ed. with an Introduction and Notes by Mark Musa (Oxford University Press, 1999), p. 15.] 

             Petrarch examines the state of his own soul, reproaching himself for allowing his emotions to outweigh his moral self-control. Although his desire for both Italy and his friend is an inner, inexpressible longing, he judges it as a failure of ‘manly resistance’, reflecting an Augustinian concern with the discipline of the will. At the same time, his admission that ‘excellent authorities could be cited’ to excuse such desires demonstrates a reliance on classical and Christian learning to frame personal experience. The passage represents moral identity as conflicted and unresolved rather than stable.
             Petrarch then shifts to thinking of time rather than space, signalling the work's movement away from the physical ascent of the mountain to reflection:
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.’ Much that is dubious and evil still clings to me, but what I once loved, I love no longer. Come now, what am I saying? I still love it, but more moderately. [footnoteRef:3] [3:  Musa, Introduction to Petrarch: Selections from the ‘Canzoniere’ and Other Works, Trans. And Ed. with an Introduction and Notes by Mark Musa, p. 15.] 

In this, Petrarch confronts the tension between human desire and spiritual aspiration. He recognises that he still loves what he longs not to love, that he cannot fully abandon worldly pleasures. At the same time, by reflecting on his past and quoting Augustine, he demonstrates the effort to moderate these desires and pursue moral and religious growth. This passage presents spiritual self-discipline as an ongoing struggle, showing that humanist introspection values gradual self-awareness and the ongoing effort of moral improvement rather than immediate perfection. 
             Petrarch’s writing reads like a stream of consciousness, his words flowing in real time alongside his moving thoughts. The self-corrections and self-questioning give the impression of thought unfolding on the page, rather than a polished, finished argument. This allows the reader to witness the conflict of desire and aspiration.
             In the last lines of the passage, having reflected on his life, he returns to the physical landscape.
I had by this time forgotten where I was and why we had come; then, dismissing my anxieties to a more appropriate occasion, I decided to look about me and see what we had come to see.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Musa, Introduction to Petrarch: Selections from the ‘Canzoniere’ and Other Works, Trans. And Ed. with an Introduction and Notes by Mark Musa, p. 16.] 

             By returning attention to the landscape, Petrarch shows that the true purpose of the ascent was reflection. The mountain serves as a catalyst for insight into his own mind and conduct.




						
	
	

