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Petrarch, Letter to Homer, The Ascent of Mount Ventoux, & the Canzoniere
1. Among the centres of learning in the fourteenth century was the papal curia (administrative unit of the Holy See) at Avignon.
a. The Roman curia moved from Rome to Poitiers in France in 1305, and then to Avignon in the Kingdom of Arles, part of the Holy Roman Empire, in 1309. 
b. Deaths of Boniface VIII after his arrest and maltreatment by Philip IV of France, and Benedict XI), Philip had forced a deadlocked conclave to elect Clement V as Pope in 1305. Clement refused to move to Rome, and in 1309, he moved his court to the papal enclave at Avignon, where it remained for the next 67 years – the period of the Avignon Papacy – due to pressure exerted by the powerful kings of France. 
2. According to Nicholas Mann: ‘The papal library gradually acquired an important collection of classical texts; the curia, as a focal point of patronage, attracted scholars and men of letters from all over Europe’.
 
3. ‘Perhaps the single most illustrious intellectual figure to emerge from the Avignonese milieu was Petrarch (Francesco Petrarca) [1304-1374], often considered to be the father of humanism and certainly the outstanding scholar and creative writer of his generation.’

4. Petrarch’s father was a notary. He had been exiled from Florence and sought employment at the papal curia in Avignon. 
5. Petrarch, who was born in 1304, ‘spent the first half of his life in or around Avignon, principally in Vaucluse a few miles away’.
 
a. Access to patronage and to the cultural and intellectual milieu of the curia
b. The papal library 
6. 1320 : Petrarch sent with his younger brother Gherardo to the University of Bologna, in Italy, for six years to be trained in law. Petrarch also took the four minor orders required for an ecclesiastical career.
7. Cicero (rhetoric and style) and Virgil
8. Nicholas Mann:

It was also at Avignon, aided by manuscripts found there or brought there, that he was able to piece together and restore the text of Livy’s History of Rome, combining an incomplete thirteenth-century copy of the third decade with a copy of the first, much of which he transcribed in his own hand, and finally a copy of the fourth decade brought to Avignon from Chartres by Landolfo Colonna. By about 1330 he had succeeded in assembling the most complete text of Livy then known and was able to recognize what the shape of the original must have been. But in addition he was able considerably to improve the text, collating that of each of the decades with other manuscripts.

9. ‘Much subsequent scholarship would have been impossible without his intervention, and it is indeed probable that we owe the very survival of certain texts to his discoveries and his labours.’

10. ‘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 […].’
 
11. Margaret King: ‘Petrarch questions these dead men, reproves them, seeks to learn from them, lavishly expresses his admiration for them, and says farewell, as though he is burying them a second time after a suspension of the laws of time had permitted him a brief moment of contact.’
 
12. Letter written in 1360 and addressed to the Greek poet Homer (fl. c. 750 BCE).
a. ‘[A]n unknown correspondent had sent Petrarch a letter, in Latin, purporting to have been written on behalf of Homer then in the Underworld […]. Petrarch responds […] dealing one by one with the matters “Homer” raised in his missive. But Petrarch diverts the discussion to another end, one of maximal concern to him: the problem of blocked communication. It was hard enough to talk to dead men – but what is they spoke only Greek?’
 
b. Petrarch had tried by failed to learn Greek. But, he explains in the letter, ‘Homer had “spoken” Latin in antiquity because Roman authors, whose knowledge of the Greek language and literary tradition was excellent, had translated his words’.
 But the ability to read ancient Greek books was exceedingly rare in fourteenth-century Western Europe. So: ‘Petrarch, together with his friend Giovanni Boccaccio, who was equally eager for direct contact with Greek texts, had commissioned Leonzio Pilato, a Calabrian-born scholar of Greek ethnicity […], to translate Homer for them.’

13. The Ascent of Mount Ventoux is also a letter, in this case to the Augustinian monk Dionigi da Borgo San Sepolcro, who had become Petrarch’s friend and confessor. Until the end of his life Petrarch carried with him a tiny copy of St Augustine’s Confessions, a gift from Dionigi. 

In 1336 Petrarch climbed the 2000-metre-high Mount Ventoux in Provence, some forty miles north-east of Avignon; on reaching the summit, he opened his little book at random, and read that men go to admire mountains and rivers and seas and stars, yet they neglect themselves. He describes this experience in spiritual terms in [the] letter to Dionigi […]. In this letter, dated 26 April 1336, Petrarch describes his struggle to climb the mountain by means of paths that attracted him because they were not very steep, but which often led him downhill and in so doing increased his fatigue. […] the poet’s brother Gherardo [who became a monk], by choosing the more difficult path, the one that goes straight up, reaches the spiritual heights much sooner than his brother.

The intimate and confiding tone with which Petrarch describes his inner conflict and indecision is a reflection of the friendship that he had cultivated with Dionigi, his confessor. But it is also about the cultivation of familiarity with the reader, again a characteristically humanist mode of address.
14. Lyric poems – sonnets, sestinas, and canzoni – entitled the Canzoniere. 
a. A sestina is a poem with six stanzas of six lines and a final triplet, all stanzas having the same six words at the line ends in six different sequences. 
b. The canzone is an Italian or Provençal song or ballad, but the term is also used to refer to a type of lyric poem.
c. The sonnet is classifiable rigidly by form, though there are what are called ‘loose sonnet forms’ (short Petrarchan love poems). Lyric poetry is usually short and stanzaic, and the sonnet, ‘from one point of view at least, [is] a stanza, an independent stanza’.
 Moreover, sonnets accumulate in sequences like stanzas in a longer lyric poem. The class or mode ‘lyric’ is often applied to sonnets, and in the Renaissance the sonnet was regarded as a kind of lyric poem. ‘By the 1580’s, a variety of poetic conventions had become assimilated to the notion of “lyric poem,” including “sonnets” in both the strict and loose senses […].’
 We can analyse the form of the Petrarchan sonnet (Rime sparse) thus:

Octave (8 lines)
_ Quatrain (4)

a. _ Quatrain (4)

Sestet (6 lines)
_ Tercet (3)
b. _ Tercet (3)

______________________________
Sonnet (14 lines)

d. It is now generally thought that the earliest sonnets were written by Giacomo da Lentino, in the early thirteenth century. Giacomo borrowed from the 8-line strambotto, ‘familiar as a song form from among thirteenth-century Sicilian peasants’.
 One view is that ‘Giacomo spontaneously added six rhyming lines to a previously existing eight-line form to produce the new form of the sonnet’.
 In other words, he didn’t borrow the sestet from another poetic or song form. 
e. Assumption that ‘sonnet’ means ‘little song’, or more properly ‘little sound’, deriving from suono (sound) with the –etto suffix acting as diminutive. 
i. Renaissance literary critics like George Gascoigne,
 and Sir Philip Sidney, speaking of kinds of poetry, says, ‘Other sorts of Poetry almost haue we none, but that Lyricall kind of Songs and Sonnets’.
 
ii. Assumption of the musicality of the sonnet, or even its design for actual music, based partly on the fact that the strambotto is a musical form, and partly on the idea in the late medieval and Renaissance of an audience accustomed to hearing its poetry sung.

iii. Moreover, the lyric has a traditional relation to song, although its emergence from song forms is obscured and uncertain.
iv. The Renaissance sought to emulate the association with a deliberate re-unification of music and poetry.
 In the Renaissance ‘some of the poems [we call lyrics] are lyrics in the sense that they may have been intended for singing’.

f. But ‘sonnet’ may be derived from the Latin sonitus (Classical, ‘murmur’, or ‘noise’; medieval, ‘murmur’, or ‘soft sound’), which gave rise to sonetto in Italian. 
i. Little or no evidence that Giacomo thought of his sonnets as poems intended in any way for music. 
ii. Paul Oppenheimer: ‘The most obvious fact about the sonnet as a form is that it moves not toward but away from an already existing song form, the strambotto, through the addition of the sestet, and thus becomes something new, attractive, and mysterious.’

g. The sonnet is distinctive on account of it formal qualities. It may be an independent lyric stanza, but it is at least sometimes ‘a stanza with a twist, a sudden turn of thought, an abrupt transformation of theme, in the middle, at line nine’. It is not always, but very often at line nine, that is, after the octave and at the beginning of the sestet. So the form of the sonnet dictates something of the way in which it is to treat its subject. The sestet summarizes and resolves the thematic tensions of the octave.

15. Petrarch’s poems ‘constitute a fictionalized spiritual autobiography in verse, telling of the poet’s contemplation of and struggle to transcend his earthly love for the beautiful and angelic Laura, the symbol of his eroticism, poetic creativity and spirituality’.
 
a. the pain and anguish of the almost life-long unrequited love of the poet for his beloved Laura, and the lover’s exclusion or exile from society 
b. conflict between his attraction to the world of the flesh and his yearning for spiritual elevation, and it articulates the difficulty of renouncing the former and choosing the steeper path which leads to good
16. Richard Strier: a Christian-Stoic-Platonic synthesis produced the values most widely voiced in the Renaissance or early modern period.
 
a. But contentment and enjoyment of living, and of material things, sensual pleasures, and erotic passions, such as are explored in sonnets by Petrarch, dissent from these values and provide alternatives. 
b. Passion and emotional perturbation – sorrow, anger, impatience – are treated seriously in Petrarch’s poetry because of the place and significance of passion, affection, charity, and even folly, in Christian humanism, which are thereby distinguished from Stoicism and asceticism. 
c. Arguably, Petrarch’s metaphysical and religious commitment to Platonized Christianity fails to allow his moral awareness to lead him to evaluate and renounce his ‘brief dream’ of love and his high regard for Laura’s body. 
17. Recurrent figures of the Ship and Fortune and expressions of instability and insecurity. 
a. Canzoniere 189, a sonnet: the lover is reduced to a condition in which he sees himself at the mercy of the elemental powers of Chance.
MY ship full of forgetful cargo sails

through rough seas at the midnight of a winter

between Charybdis and the Scylla reef,*

my master, no, my foe, is at the helm;

at each oar sits a quick and insane thought

that seems to scorn the storm and what it brings;

the sail, by wet eternal winds of sighs,

of hopes and of desires blowing breaks;

a rain of tears, a mist of my disdain

washes and frees those all too weary ropes

made up of wrong, entwined with ignorance.

Hidden are those two trusty signs of mine;

dead in the waves is reason as is skill,

and I despair of ever reaching port.

* Charybdis and Scylla were the two mythical monsters symbolizing the two dangerous sides (the whirlpool and the reef) of the Strait of Messina.
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I FIND no peace, and I am not at war;

I fear and hope, and burn and I am ice;

I fly above the heavens, and lie on earth,

and I grasp nothing and embrace the world.

One keeps me jailed who neither locks nor opens,

nor keeps me for her own nor frees the noose;

Love does not kill, nor does he loose my chains;

he wants me lifeless but won’t loosen me.

I see with no eyes, shout without a tongue;

I yearn to perish, and I beg for help;

I hate myself and love somebody else.

I thrive on pain and laugh with all my tears;

I dislike death as much as I do life:

because of you, lady, I am this way.
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