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Why is Francesco Petrarca considered the father of Renaissance Humanism?
Introduction
Francesco Petrarca, born 20th of July 1304, in Arezzo, Tuscany, was deemed one of the founders of humanism, having discovered several lost manuscripts from classical authors, who the renaissance humanists studied. Renaissance humanism was an intellectual movement beginning in the fourteenth century, Italy, later spreading out across the whole of Europe. Humanism reverted back to classical ways of thinking, rejecting scholasticism, and focusing more on the philosophy of what it is to be human- studying subjects such as art, literature, philosophy, not simply teaching religion in education. Petrarch was one of the founding fathers of this movement, having found many lost manuscripts from classical authors such as Cicero and Virgil.  Firstly I will lay out the basic knowledge of Petrarch’s personal life and what is known to us today, followed by more in depth research into his works, delving first into his letters to classical authors, moving to his lyrical poetry, and then to his journalistic pieces and scholarly writings. I will analyse how these pieces connect to the later humanist scholars such as Francis Bacon, Desiderius Erasmus and others, and why. I will also use this opportunity to explore themes of his works, specifically within his poetry and classical scholarship material and how his own works relate to the beliefs and ideals of humanism in comparison to his predecessors. The purpose of this essay is to explore to what extent Francesco Petrarca influence Humanist scholars, and why he is considered the father of the renaissance humanism movement.

An Introduction To Francesco Petrarca
So, who was Petrarch? Francesco Petrarca was an Italian poet, scholar and philosopher from the fourteenth century, who, according to Mark Cartwright in his essay on the subject from the World History Encyclopaedia, is ‘often considered to be the father of humanism and certainly the outstanding scholar and creative writer of his generation.’[footnoteRef:1]. His father was a notary, and both his ‘parents who were exiles from the city of Florence’[footnoteRef:2] began a life rife with travelling. Petrarch began to study law in 1316, though supposedly he found ‘The dry legal studies were not to his taste’[footnoteRef:3] sparking instead what ‘he described as “an unquenchable thirst for literature.”’[footnoteRef:4] He began writing lyrical and sonnet poems devoted specifically to a woman named Laura. These poems are in a collection entitled Canzonierre. Aside from his poetry, his other works include a collection of letters written to classical authors, such as Cicero, Homer, etc, as well as some scholarship writing and philosophical pieces such as his Ascent of Mount Ventoux. Petrarch wrote in an imitation of the style of classical authors, in respect to their ideals and beliefs, which sparked the beginning of the humanist movement. Humanism in the Italian renaissance period was an intellectual movement in art, philosophy and literature, a movement which rejected the idea of purely teaching religion but instead returning to the values and ideals of classical thinking, teaching pathos, ethos and logic, valuing poetry, empathy, scholarship and the sciences. Renaissance humanists referred back to the classical poets and scholars, such as Cicero, Homer and Virgil, praising their works and beliefs. They had Petrarch to thank for having access to the majority of these formerly lost texts. [1:  Nicholas Mann, ‘The Origins of Humanism’, in The Cambridge Companion to Renaissance Humanism, ed. by Jill Kraye (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 1-19 (p. 8).]  [2:  Mark Cartwright, ‘Petrarch’, World History Encyclopedia, 22 October 2020 <https://www.worldhistory.org/Petrarch/> [accessed 24 February 2026].]  [3:  Cartwright, ‘Petrarch’.]  [4:  ‘Petrarch | Biography, Renaissance, Humanism, Sonnets, Poems, & Facts | Britannica’, 22 January 2026 <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Petrarch> [accessed 24 February 2026].] 


Letters To Classical Authors:
Not only did Petrarch find lost manuscripts for the renaissance humanists to study, but he also provided his own work, such as his letters to classical writers, including Cicero, Seneca, and Homer, amongst others. These letters, he wrote as if he were writing to a friend in the present, writing as if he knew them, which Cartwright claims ‘The poet even went so far as to imitate Cicero's letters in his own works as he wrote pieces addressed to famous ancient scholars of the past’[footnoteRef:5], suggesting his idealisation of Cicero, and the other classic authors he wrote to in his life. In his letters to Cicero, he refers to him as ‘great father of Roman eloquence’[footnoteRef:6] which is where we can further see his respect and admiration for the author, whose life style he chose to replicate, and ‘This approach was otium cum dignitate or 'leisure spent properly'[footnoteRef:7],’ which was a way of living that implied ‘a man of learning should find the right balance between a fully active public life and a reclusive private life devoted to study’[footnoteRef:8]. This method, later became a similar approach that the humanists likely valued, due to its relation to classical writers’ lifestyle and approach to writing. Petrarch writes to Cicero as if he were writing to a friend, in a very personal and intimate way, reminiscing personal anecdotes, and referring to events from the life of Cicero, which is an argument Margaret L. King suggests in her book Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources: [5:  Cartwright, ‘Petrarch’.]  [6:  ‘Petrarch’s Letters To Classical Authors, by Francesco Petrarca—A Project Gutenberg eBook’, n.d. <https://www.gutenberg.org/files/47859/47859-h/47859-h.htm#Page_ix> [accessed 26 February 2026].]  [7:  Cartwright, ‘Petrarch’.]  [8:  Cartwright, ‘Petrarch’.] 


Petrarch speaks to Cicero in a familiar tone, as though to a contemporary, with frequent expressions of affection: Petrarch loves Cicero “without limit,” and will pour out to him a lament “born of deep love.”[footnoteRef:9] [9: ] 


9 Margaret L. King, Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources (Hackett Publishing Company, Incorporated, 2014) <http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/trinity/detail.action?docID=1731940> [accessed 27 February 2026]. P. 2

Petrarch even states himself:
I have ingested these things in such an intimate way that they have become fixed not only in my memory but in my marrow, having become as one with my own intellect.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Christopher S. Celenza, Petrarch : Everywhere a Wanderer, Renaissance Lives Series (Reaktion Books, 2017), 2923630 <https://research.ebsco.com/linkprocessor/plink?id=0cf74718-b545-308a-8dab-3a2d7d7019e7> [accessed 24 February 2026].] 

0 Christopher S. Celenza, Petrarch: Everywhere a Wanderer, Renaissance Lives Series (Reaktion Books, 2017), 2923630 <https://research.ebsco.com/linkprocessor/plink?id=0cf74718-b545-308a-8dab-3a2d7d7019e7> [accessed 24 February 2026].

Showing that he was so familiar with the texts and style of classical authors and they subconsciously influenced his own writing. His interest in Cicero was responsible for the beginning of a movement, and his deep connection to the long dead writer provided humanists with many texts, both his own and rediscovered lost texts, to study. This level of interest, bordering on obsession and devotion, along with this obsession around Laura, the mysterious woman to whom his Canzonierre is dedicated, suggests a kind of mental turmoil and instability which he himself explores in another piece of his writing, expressing:

I did not know how to stay still, and was driven less by the desire to see again places I had seen a thousand times than to attempt, as sick people do, to cure my ills by changing location.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Margaret L. King, Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources (Hackett Publishing Company, Incorporated, 2014) <http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/trinity/detail.action?docID=1731940> [accessed 27 February 2026].] 


1 King, Renaissance Humanism. P. 71


This quote suggests a deep king of unsettled feeling, a kind of depression making him feel restless and a constant need for travel. This connection to his own emotional state was very evolved for a fourteenth century man, not to purely focus on his religion but his mental health, and explore his relationship with his emotions and his mental struggles. In her textbook, Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources, Margaret L King suggests ‘The letters to classical authors, as has been seen, illuminate Petrarch’s outlook on the ancient world. His Letter To Posterity illuminates his understanding of himself.’[footnoteRef:12] And so, while both explore two different themes, they are simply different sides of the same coin. Both explore key values of humanism from the fourteenth century. His Letters to Classical Authors is centred around the rejection of scholasticism, and his attempt to revive and imitate the classical style, meanwhile his more personal writings, such as his Letter to Posterity, can be interpreted as a more philosophical, emotional and potentially artistic piece. This letter provokes empathy and emotion from its reader, which is what creative writers intend to do with their work, and perhaps what Petrarch intended to do here. The humanists valued teaching ethos, pathos and logic, and so by creating and emotional and provocative piece, he is providing future humanists with work to study that is not simply academic, but creative, executing another important aspect of humanism, creativity. [12:  King, Renaissance Humanism. P. 68] 


Petrarchan Poetry
In his essay on Renaissance humanism, Cartwright explains that one of the key values of humanism was ‘an interest in the question 'what does it mean to be human'?’[footnoteRef:13] which you could interpret from the works of Petrarch, particularly in his Collection of poems entitled Canzoniere. Arguably his most famous piece of work, a collection of love poems surrounding themes of grief, love, and loss, this collection follows Petrarch’s unrequited love for an unknown and unremarkable woman named Laura, who had captured his attention and affections. These themes highlight exactly what it is to be human, and Petrarch’s in depth and unfiltered expression of this through the medium of poetry highlights the humanist ideals, by using an artistic expression to question and explore his own humanity, without focusing purely on religion. This style of writing harks back to Petrarch’s idols, the classical authors, who wrote poems and ballads harping their own laments many centuries before. In an essay from The University of Manchester, it is argued that ‘Petrarch remains to this day one of Italy's most iconic and influential vernacular poets.’[footnoteRef:14] Which is evident in the fact that there is a style of poetry named for him, the Petrarchan sonnet, a predecessor to the Shakespearean sonnet. Both were influenced by the canzone, which the Poetry Foundation describes as ‘a lyric poem originating in medieval Italy and France and usually consisting of hendecasyllabic lines with end-rhyme. Early versions include Petrarch’s five to six-line stanzas’[footnoteRef:15]. If we were to look at one of Petrarch’s sonnets, for example, his poem, sonnet 162, O Joyous, Blossoming, Ever-Blessed Flowers!, we are able to see that he writes in the structure of an Italian sonnet, much different from the later version, more common today, the Shakespearean sonnet. While both poems comes to fourteen lines in total, Petrarch writes in an octave (or eight lines) followed by one sestet, with the octave having a rhyme scheme of ABAB,  followed by the sestet, using CDCDCD rhyme, while a Shakespearean sonnet consists of three quatrains in the ABAB CDCD EFEF and ending with a rhyming couplet. At the change in the stanza structures there is a volta where the rhyme scheme alters, changing the rhythm of the poem. This piece explores his obsession with the unknown woman, Laura, to whom he devotes his Canzonierre. In this poem, he describes the nature in which Laura walks through, and his envy of it, having gotten to experience ‘her presence pure and dear’[footnoteRef:16], and this sonnet, most often used as a form of poetry devoted to loved ones, a lyrical style poem with rigid structure, but a very rhythmic sense to it, Petrarch uses to express his longing and desperation for his ‘pensive queen’[footnoteRef:17]. Furthermore, he sets this poem in the ‘earliest green of springtime’, with ‘blossoming’ ‘flowers’ and this use of light imagery, is used to play on the woman’s beauty. Petrarch compares her with springtime, giving connotations of bright, beauty and new life. All of this imagery qwould have been interpreted in the humanist period, likely giving reprieve from the dark themes of classic writing, while maintaining the same values and style. [13:  Mark Cartwright, ‘Renaissance Humanism’, World History Encyclopaedia, 4 November 2020 <https://www.worldhistory.org/Renaissance_Humanism/> [accessed 24 February 2026].]  [14:  ‘Petrarch’, n.d. <https://www.digitalcollections.manchester.ac.uk/collections/petrarch/1> [accessed 26 February 2026].]  [15:  ‘Canzone’, The Poetry Foundation, n.d. <https://www.poetryfoundation.org/education/glossary/canzone> [accessed 24 February 2026].]  [16:  Francesco Petrarca, Selections from the Canzoniere and Other Works (Oxford University Press, 1999).]  [17:  Petrarca, Selections from the Canzoniere and Other Works.] 


His Influence:
One of the writers Petrarch inspired and influenced of note, would be Giovanni Boccaccio, poet, and friend of Petrarch. Boccaccio, too, was a poet, scholar and writer of the fourteenth century, slightly younger than Petrarch, but still with notable contributions to the Italian renaissance. The two had numerous letters back and forth expressing their friendship and mentor/mentee dynamic. His contribution to literature and his revival of classical thinking and texts played a massive role in influencing the later humanists. Petrarch ‘Petrarch believed himself that a new golden age of thought and politics could be achieved by returning to the ideals of antiquity.’[footnoteRef:18] Which is why he played such a big role in the creation of humanism. In the height of publishing in Venice, ‘Petrarch's literary style, known as Petrarchism, and his preference for Latin in scholarship helped continue the use of that language through the Renaissance.’[footnoteRef:19] And the fact that ‘his works were edited and republished by the Venetian scholar Pietro Bembo (1470-1547 CE) in pocket-sized format in 1501 CE’[footnoteRef:20] allowed for more demand and a higher volume of his texts to be printed, sold and become more popular throughout Europe with the new invention of printing in the fifteenth century. With his literary and scholarship texts, he influenced a large portion of people in this movement, from artists who tried to capture the illustrious and mysterious Laura from his poetry, to scholars who had him to thank for the translations and revival of classical texts. [18:  Cartwright, ‘Petrarch’.]  [19:  Cartwright, ‘Petrarch’.]  [20:  Cartwright, ‘Petrarch’.] 


Conclusion
The points I have presented here indicate the specific presence of Petrarch’s work embedded in the renaissance humanism movement, his influence on specific scholars, and overall why he is credited with founding the renaissance humanism movement. Essentially, Petrarch was a key piece of the humanism movement, a poet, philosopher and scholar, without whom, renaissance humanists would not have the majority of texts they studied and began the printing revolution of Venice with. His lyrical poetry and his letters, all began by writing within the life style and written style of classical authors, reviving he classic way of thinking and studying, prioritising the study of philosophy, literature, history and art over the study of religion, and his rejection of scholasticism began a key movement in history. His rejection of scholasticism and embrace of the ideals of the classics, valuing creativity, scholarship and philosophy over religion, despite his own religious background, was the first step in an otherwise worldwide movement that can be credited for the popularity and demand for publishing, classical poetry and fiction, the study of arts, sciences and humanities to be studied in schools and colleges and providing a well rounded education in pathos, ethos and logic for us all, having evolved and moved away from scholasticism. And so, by creating the first of many additions to this movement, having sent it underway, we can confidently credit the founding of renaissance humanism to Francesco Petrarca.
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