Gobbet Test



In 1336 Francesco Petrarch wrote a now famous letter to Dionigi da Borgo. It describes on a superficial level his journey up the Ventoux  mountain in Southern France, a strenuously difficult effort was needed in a time when it was uncommon for ordinary people to risk what would have been an extremely dangerous venture. The letter is intimate in tone and gently personal. Petrarch says he simply wished to see what ‘the view had to offer’(Musa 1985). The medieval view of mountains was a somewhat detached perspective in that they were seen as barren dangerous places, something viewed with awe and majesty,from afar and not to be literally engaged with. But Petrarch does exactly the opposite. Driven by a personal desire he sets off to conquer the peak. 
The notion of Petrarch's desire for perspective is the important point. He is climbing for personal knowledge and aesthetic appreciation not for any sense of religious duty. Though, as he starts his journey with his brother and two servants (not a completely solitary pursuit and aided by the convenience of wealth) the journey starts to adopt a spiritual aspect. As he begins making his own decisions regarding the route to the summit, a spiritual and moral interweaving begins to take place. A simple decision on what path to take takes on a deeper spiritual meaning. He berates himself for taking a gradual easier path that leads him to become waylaid, a false economy as he ends up taking longer to gain any height. He forms the direct link between his personal earthly struggles with his spiritual aspirations.  He notices how his brother having taken the steeper path has through an initial struggle found greater elevation. The climb offers insight, an opportunity for meditation and moral insight.
This reflects a deeper level of understanding for Petrarch. On a wider level we see a shift from the divine authority which is always at play in the medieval mind to renaissance ideas of human potential and autonomous engagement with the world.
Though the journey is physical Petrarch still finds time for moments of spiritual contemplation on the mountain. He equates the journey to the journey of the soul ’toward the blessed life’, saying the way to it is straight, quoting Ovid, and that one must ardently yearn to achieve your end. With the clouds beneath his feet and feeling dazed in his lofty position, he recalls tales of Athos and Olympus. He again berates himself though when gazing across the Alps to Italy, undermining his own human emotional frailties when reminiscing and pining for home.
 Now, as though in the heavens themselves, at the pinnacle he recalls St Augustine, (who like Petrarch drew form the classical world and assimilated it into Christian philosophy). He opens the book at a random page of Augustine’s Confessions, and it is as though he is in direct commune with him, a moral guide. The divine message instructs those to not seek worldly glory but to turn inward for answers. He makes the comparison with Augustine and Anthony who also received divine instruction as he believes he has.  Renouncing his past misdemeanours and confessing his human weaknesses and inner turmoil. 
By turning back Augustine and the ancients such as Cicero, Petrarch reveals quite understandably the historic conditioning of the new Humanist age. Petrarch also had the difficult duty of reconciling the ancient pagan authors like Cicero with fundamental Christian principles. His acceptance of both illustrates the valuable moral insights he found in each.  Petrarch was reaching back into the past for guidance but on a personal and human level of understanding to access the core value of ultimate meaning, an engagement with some lost truth of older civilisation that would take society out of the darkness of the medieval world.




REF

MUSA, M, Selections from the Canzoniere and other works,(New York:Oxford 1985)
