In what ways does Petrarch’s Ascent of Mount Ventoux relate to the principles of Renaissance Humanism?
The first thing to note is, of course, the nature of Petrarch’s account of his Ascent of Mount Ventoux, that it is a letter written to his close friend Dionigi da Borgo San Sepolcro, an Augustinian monk. Of Petrarch’s Familiar Letters, it is deemed one of the most known. Petrarch himself is also recognised to be passionate about, if not Saint Augustine himself, the Saint’s conversion – he “[sought throughout his life to realise this experience for himself while making it significant in the Christian humanist context]” (translated from French) ₁. This aspiration of Petrarch’s furthers the notion that the most esteemed aspect of Saint Augustine is to forever be his conversion, or, “false impression of that most notable event in a notable life, [was] the conversion of Saint Augustine” ₂, but while it may be a skewed narrative for those looking to Saint Augustine, for the renaissance humanist, it truly is the most remarkable aspect of his life, as evident by the “[desire for [a] transcendent experience which is implicitly part of philosophical thought of humanists in general]” (translated from French) ₁.

Looking at the context from which this work from Petrarch was born is naturally a part of understanding it to a greater depth than otherwise – humanists, when reading the classical works they so revere, took in the texts as a whole and in the context from which they had sprung from to the best of their abilities, if they were able they would read said texts in their original forms or languages, doing their best to restore them to their pure forms. Petrarch himself lamented in his wanting to learn the language of those ancient Greek scholars, so that he too may read their works as they had been written, or as close to as they were written from the restoration efforts heralded by the Renaissance humanists, but fell short of his goal. It is only natural to follow on and read those Renaissance humanists’ own works in the same manner in which they preferred ₃. Intertextuality is such a thing that ought to be practically assumed with regards to Renaissance humanists, Petrarch included, whether it be to their own works, the scholars of ages past or their fellow humanists of the time, further reading unveils more to their own works than read alone. This of course makes great sense, as the likely to be reading is indeed their fellow humanists, who have likely all read the texts to which they are referencing. In this case the most notable example is, of course, Saint Augustine’s Confessions, something Petrarch is not in the least bit subtle about. The other intertextual reference of significance would be the “ideologically opposed passage from Livy’s Ab Urbe Condita” ₄.

It is worth acknowledging that, by sheer nature of Petrarch being the one to write it, The Ascent of Mount Ventoux will habitually align with such principles as we have learnt to associate with Renaissance humanists due to the significance of Petrarch as a figure in the movement, like Wilhelm Wundt if considered to be the father of modern psychology, Petrarch is considered to be the father of Renaissance humanism. Indeed, there are no indications of humanists displaying any roots or considerations towards any kind of Christianity prior to Petrarch, something deeply entangled with what we know to be Renaissance humanism ⁵.

Petrarch remarks that his reason for deciding to climb Mount Ventoux is not, in fact, for what most would initially assume to be for a spiritual journey as well as a physical one, not for solace or revelation, but “solely from the desire to see [the mountain’s] conspicuous height”. This itself has led many to denote him as the “first recorded Alpinist”, a will to do something simply from the initial appeal of its aesthetic nature. However, the letter does change its tone and become more inwardly contemplative ⁶. Petrarch also claims that inspiration to climb the mountain struck from a re-reading of Livy’s History of Rome. Like many humanists of the time, Petrarch longed for any connection to the classical works and the times and placed where they had originated from and thrived within ⁷. 
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