To what extent is Petrarch’s ‘Letter to Homer’ indicative of Humanist ideals in the Renaissance? 
Francesco Petrarca was a 14th century Italian scholar and poet who is often credited as being the ‘Father of Renaissance Humanism’ such as in Burckhardt’s ‘The Civilisation of the Renaissance in Italy’, he’s most marked for his sonnets, and the series of letters he wrote to dead philosophers, poets, historians, such as the one I will be discussing in this essay: ‘A Letter to Homer. (Burckhardt, 1860) He played a vital role in the revival of classical scholarship, believing that antiquity literature was key to inspiring intellectual and moral development, and though he did not himself speak Greek, he endorsed the study of it, and often wrote in Latin – most educated readers at the time were taught Latin and so it was a relatively universal mode for his demographic. In this essay I will attempt to outline his core beliefs as a humanist, how they are present in his ‘Letter to Homer’ and how they relate to the values of other Renaissance Humanists. 
In ‘The Individual and the Cosmos in Renaissance Philosophy’ Ernst Cassirer states that “Petrarch was one of the first of those who did not concern themselves with the merely objective content of historical creations. Instead he looked behind these creations to the lives of the creators, to feel them and re-live them.” (Cassirer, 2010) This is an example of what he was trying to achieve when he wrote ‘A Letter To Homer’ which comes from a position of trying to understand the author rather than his works, Petrarch writes it in a familial almost causal way, as though he has been friends with Homer for a long time. He expresses a keen interest in reading Homer’s works in their original Latin, so that he could really know him as the real man rather than a “fleeting shadow”. (Petrarch, 2012 (1360)) This pre-occupation of the Petrarch’s with understanding and re-connecting with the classical writers of Ancient Rome and Greek is present throughout the works of many Humanists. For example, the later Robert Ascham’s ‘Scholemaster’ (Ascham, 1570) discusses the teaching methods that should be implemented to encourage a love of learning; it also spoke of the importance of subjects such as Latin and Greek, and Ascham himself taught Greek at Cambridge. Placing the importance on Antiquity texts, their translations and studying was a key value of humanists. One of the pivotal men involved in translating key works during the Renaissance was Marsilio Ficino who founded the Florentine Academy, and later the Plato Academy (with the help of his patron Cosimo De Medici) with the soul purpose of translating Plato’s manuscripts from Greek to Latin. (Lackner, 2002) He completed it in 1462 and is credited with being the first translator of these works. In this way, ‘A Letter to Homer’ presents a trend that many humanists would follow in years to come; the idea that translating and understanding these classics texts would deepen ones intellectual and moral development.  
Leaning away from specifically the classical world and its exploration and understanding, Petrarch placed a lot of faith on the importance of expanding ones knowledge in a more broad sense. Throughout his other works, he expresses that one should lead a life of scholarly interest, always able to learn more and better ourselves. Most especially in his ‘De Vita Solitaria’ where he comes to the conclusion that the pursuit of knowledge is essential to leading a fulfilling life. (Petrarca, 1356) This is a core value of most humanists, for example the later Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, who devoted his life to learning all that he could in the belief that it brought mankind closer to god. 
In ‘Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, symbol of his age’ William G. Craven discusses Mirandola’s keen interest in academia from a very young age, studying law at Bologna University at age 14, and moving between universities and study opportunities throughout Europe from 1479 to 1486. (Craven, 1981) Mirandola wrote an ‘Oration on the Dignity of Man’ in 1486 that he intended to be an introduction to a larger discussion, one taking place in Rome with any philosophers who might attend, discussing a range of topics (900 theses). (Mirandola, 2014 (1486)) In this introduction he posits that man is like a Chameleon: “If he cultivates what is vegetative, he will be like a plant; if what is sensual, he will be like a beast; if what is rational, he will become a celestial being; if what is intellectual, he shall be an angel and the son of God.” (Mirandola, 2014 (1486)) His oration comes to the conclusion that by seeking rationale and knowledge, mankind becomes closer to god and so it should be what we strive for. 
Marsilio Ficino, who was an intimate friend of Mirandola (during their exchanges he first coined the term ‘platonic love’, though to modern reader it can be seen to resemble much more of a romantic tone) shared this idea of intellectual development being close to celestial. In his letter to Giovanni Cavalcanti he posits that the soul after death has been liberated, and can think more clearly than when encased in a mortal body. Throughout the exchange, he makes explicit that he believes this to be a good thing, that the intellectual development a soul makes after being separated from mortal distractions, is close to godliness. (Ficino, 2014 (1474)) Rene Descartes also followed suit another 100 years later, with his ‘Discourse On The Method’ which defines the soul and body as two different things, and agrees that they are not always in unity, with one relying on the senses and one questioning them. He argued that to understand the world we must believe that we know nothing about it; that out knowledge is uncertain, and as such should be tried and tried again, should be explored and questioned. (Descartes, 1637)
It is not only the content of Petrarch’s work in which we see similarities to other Renaissance Humanists, but also in the style and format of it; letters were a massively popular form of published manuscript during the Renaissance, as they combined the personal intimacy of a private correspondence with the sophistication of public writing. They were both compassionate and intellectually sound, two of the most vital components of a 15th century Humanist. Though I will elaborate on the compassionate nature of later Humanists, first we must address Petrarch’s style and it's impact upon the Epistolary genre: according to Jerry Brotton ‘Humanism’s triumph lay in its ability to utilize its skills in rhetoric, oratory, and dialectic”. (Brotton, 2006) Again linking to Antiquity, oratory was the bread and butter of any good writer or philosopher, and to celebrate the classics writers in the Renaissance began to once again employ these same skills. Petrarch’s use of the letter format is as close as one might get to a published speech. He arguably started a trend with his first letters to famous dead men, as Humanists such as Ficino and Mirandola followed in his stead. 
Turning now to the chosen rhetoric of his letters, we can see that Petrarch was intending to write in a compassionate, intimate way using phrasings such as “longed-for friend” and “my love for you is brighter and hotter than the sun” which would suggest a familial connection with the subject of his letters – in this case Homer. (Petrarch, 2012 (1360)) Throughout the letter he tries to console Homer about his legacy and his work, and “as Christ is [his] witness” offers sincere sympathy and wishes to be able to help with the expressed troubles of his ‘friend’. (Petrarch, 2012 (1360)) This is a reoccurring theme for many Humanists: trying to aid. For Juan Luis Vives it was the poor who needed aid. In his 1526 book “On Assistance to the Poor” written in the style of an instructional guide, he elaborates on the ways that the state should treat the poor, for not only the benefit of the economy, but to keep the homeless fed and well, to keep them employed and able to live well enough. (Vives, 2014 (1526)) The reasoning behind a lot of his kindness, is that it is ‘the Christian thing to do’ as is hinted above in ‘A Letter to Homer’. Vives studied at the university of Paris after his mother died, where he shared many of his ideals with his fellow student Erasmus who later went on to write ‘On the Education of a Christian Prince. In this similarly structured instructional piece, he discusses the ways in which a prince should be taught, for the betterment of his country and peoples – the Christian approach, as with Vives. He may have written this piece from close to the heart, having been orphaned and impoverished for the early part of his life, before moving into the canonry and becoming a monk. (Erasmus, 2014 (1516)) These are only two examples of how Petrarch’s series of letters influenced the later compassionate element of Humanism, but it is clear that his work shares many of these same themes.
In conclusion Petrarch’s ‘Letter to Homer’ and other such works seem to form a microcosm of Renaissance ideals, rhetoric and style; from his reference to antiquity writings and scholars, to the importance he placed upon expanding one’s breadth and depth of knowledge, to his compassionate and familial turn of phrase in the letter format popular before the height of printing – when manuscripts were in much larger circulation. I think it is clear that he set a trend for later Humanists to follow, and as such I might even agree that he is in fact the ‘Father of Renaissance Humanism’.
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