
Modern European History
Unit 3 – The Renaissance

Humanist Writers

Directions
Read the excerpt below from Petrarch’s To Posterity. In one color, highlight/underline and annotate any passages 
that exemplify the Humanist perspective. In another color, highlight/underline and annotate any passages that 
contradict the Humanist perspective. In the space provided at the end, imagine you are a Renaissance bookseller and
write a “blurb” to appear on the book jacket for this work.

Petrarch, or Petrarca, (1304-1374) a poet, historian, and scholar, Petrarch was absorbed with the classics and 
introduced them to his contemporaries. He is seen as a forerunner of the Renaissance. He was a great letter writer, 
and wrote some odd letters to dead figures of the past.

Greetings. It is possible that some word of me may have come to you, though even this is doubtful, since an 
insignificant and obscure name will scarcely penetrate far in either time or space. If, however, you should have 
heard of me, you may desire to know what manner of man I was, or what was the outcome of my labours, especially
those of which some description or, at any rate, the bare titles may have reached you.

To begin with myself, then, the utterances of men concerning me will differ widely, since in passing judgment 
almost everyone is influenced not so much by truth as by preference, and good and evil report alike know no 
bounds. I was, in truth, a poor mortal like yourself, neither very exalted in my origin, nor, on the other hand, of the 
most humble birth, but belonging, as Augustus Caesar says of himself, to an ancient family. As to my disposition, I 
was not naturally perverse or wanting in modesty, however the contagion of evil associations may have corrupted 
me. My youth was gone before I realised it; I was carried away by the strength of manhood; but a riper age brought 
me to my senses and taught me by experience the truth I had long before read in books, that youth and pleasure are 
vanity-nay, that the Author of all ages and times permits us miserable mortals, puffed up with emptiness, thus to 
wander about, until finally, coming to a tardy consciousness of our sins, we shall learn to know ourselves. In my 
prime I was blessed with a quick and active body, although not exceptionally strong; and while I do not lay claim to 
remarkable personal beauty, I was comely enough in my best days. I was possessed of a clear complexion, between 
light and dark, lively eyes, and for long years a keen vision, which however deserted me, contrary to my hopes, after
I reached my sixtieth birthday, and forced me, to my great annoyance, to resort to glasses. Although I had previously
enjoyed perfect health, old age brought with it the usual array of discomforts.

My parents were honourable folk, Florentine in their origin, of medium fortune, or, I may as well admit it, in a 
condition verging upon poverty. They had been expelled from their native city, and consequently I was born in 
exile. I have always possessed an extreme contempt for wealth; not that riches are not desirable in themselves, but 
because I hate the anxiety and care which are invariably associated with them. I certainly do not long to be able to 
give gorgeous banquets. So-called convivial which are but vulgar bouts, sinning against sobriety and good manners, 
have always been repugnant to me. I have ever felt that it was irksome and profitless to invite others to such affairs, 
and not less so to be bidden to them myself. On the other hand, the pleasure of dining with oiie's friends is so great 
that nothing has ever given me more delight than their unexpected arrival, nor have I ever willingly sat down to 
table without a companion. Nothing displeases me more than display, for not only is it bad in itself, and opposed to 
humility, but it is troublesome and distracting.

I have taken pride in others, never in myself, and however insignificant I may have been, I have always been still 
less important in my own judgment. My anger has very often injured myself, but never others. I have always been 
most desirous of honourable friendships, and have faithfully cherished them. I make this boast without fear, since I 
am confident that I speak truly. While I am very prone to take offence, I am equally quick to forget injuries, and 
have a memory tenacious of benefits. In my familiar associations with kings and princes, and in my friendship with 
noble personages, my good fortune has been such as to excite en . But it is the cruel fate of those who are growing 
old that they can commonly only weep for friends who have passed away. The greatest kings of this age have loved 
and courted me. They may know why; I certainly do not. With some of them I was on such terms that they seemed 
in a certain sense my guests rather than I theirs; their lofty position in no way embarrassing me, but, on the contrary,
bringing with it many advantages. I fled, however, from many of those to whom I was greatly attached; and such 
was my innate longing for liberty, that I studiously avoided those whose very name seemed incompatible with the - 
freedom that I loved.

I possessed a well-balanced rather than a keen intellect, one prone to all kinds of good wholesome study, but 
especially inclined to al philosophy and the art of poetry. The latter indeed, I neglected as time went on, and took 
delight in sacred literature. Finding in that it hidden sweetness which I had once esteemed but lightly, I came to 



regard the works of the poets as only amenities. Among the many subjects which interested me, I dwelt especially 
,Upon antiquity, for our own age has always I repelled me, so that, had it not been for the love of those dear to me, I 
should have preferred to .,have been born in any other period than our own. In order to forget my own times, I have 
continually striven to place myself in spirit in other ,ages, and consequently I delighted in history; ,not that the 
conflicting statements did not :offend me, but when in doubt I accepted what Reappeared to me most probable, or 
yielded to the "authority of the writer.

My style, as many claimed, was clear and forcible; but to me it seemed weak and obscure. In ordinary conversation 
with friends, or with those about me, I never gave any thought to my language, and I have always wondered that 
Augustus Caesar should have taken such pains in this respect. When, however, the subject itself, or the place or 
listener, seemed to demand it, I gave some attention to style, with what success I cannot pretend to say; let them 
judge in whose presence I spoke. If only I have lived well, it matters little to me how I talked. Mere elegance of 
language can produce at best but an empty renown.

Frederic A. Ogg, A Source Book of Medieval History, New York, American Book Company, 1907.
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